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This volume is the first of a series of Working Papers to 
be published by the Humanities Research Group at the 
University of Windsor. The HRG is dedicated to encouraging 
research in the humanities and especially to promoting dialogue 
between and across disciplines. This principle is epitomized in 
the HRG's annual Distinguished Speaker Series which centres 
on a theme of contemporary interest which is investigated from 
a variety of disciplinary and historical perspectives. The papers 
at hand, the first to be published, are in fact the fruits of the 
fourth series which brought leading scholars to the University 
of Windsor campus. 
"Constructing Sexualities" proved to be at once a 
popular and controversial theme. Even in the academy 
traditional values exercise a kind of social and intellectual 
control over not only how people live but also what they think 
about or choose as a topic for research. Yet the growing 
importance of this discursive field is reflected in the richness of 
the Suggested Further Readings found at• the end of this 
volume. "Constructing Sexualities" is a theme that crosses 
faculty and departmental and disciplinary boundaries. It is truly 
a topic best approached from a multidisciplinary perspective. 
Each of the scholars presented here, brings a unique 
perspective and illuminates a different facet of this complex 
topic. 
In addition to the public addresses and bibliography, we 
include reports on each Distinguished Speaker's colloquium. 
These reports are more than a summary of discussion or a set 
of minutes irrelevant to any but the participants. Rather, the 
reports illustrate the problems which arise from each topic 
when examined from a variety of perspectives. Each colloquium 
attracted participants from a variety of fields not only from the 
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humanities and social sciences but also from law, business, and 
science. The issues arise from the cross-fertilization made 
possible only when a inter-disciplinary group works through a 
common problem together. The colloquia reports, then, both 
draw the reader's attention to questions and serve as a starting 
point for further discussion. These Working Papers provide no 
definitive answers but rather encourage further reflection and 
research. 
Inaugurating a new venture takes time, patience, and 
cooperation. There were numerous people who assisted in 
some aspect of the process by which this volume came into 
being. Barry Adam was unfailing in his support and 
encouragement. Dawn Smith, Jodi Skeates, and Rosemary 
Halford struggled with computer programmes, some more 
cooperative than others, and prepared the camera-ready copy. 
The Office of Community Relations and Publications was 
generous in its help and advice. Thanks to them, and especially 
to Steve Daigle for the distinctive design which will grace the 
series. To all of those involved in preparation of the volume, to 
the gracious and generous scholars whose research as 
presented, to all of the faculty at the University of Windsor 
who showed their intellectual intrepidness by their willingness 
to work through issues with their colleagues in the colloquia, 
thank you. You made this publication series possible. 
Jacqueline Murray 
Director 
Humanities Research Group 
INTRODUCTION 
These essays, by some of the leading scholars in the 
study of sexuality today, show some of the diversity of critical 
questions, concerns, and methodologies which characterize 
sexology in the late twentieth century. The authors offer 
"snapshots" of four different periods in the history of sexuality 
and draw upon such disciplines in the humanities and social 
sciences as literature, women's studies, film studies, history, 
and sociology in making sense of their topics. 
Amidst this variety of disciplines and themes, however, 
are some commonalities. Contemporary sexual studies typically 
reverse the premise which launched Freudian theory. While 
Freud often found sex to be the hidden first cause of a range 
of human practices and pathologies, scholars today more often 
find sexuality to be an index or outcome of a complex interplay 
of factors embedded in political economy, kinship, gender, 
cultural codes, and state regulation. Far from being the hidden 
text of modern society, sexuality is more often seen as a 
medium through which a wide range of social factors are 
expressed and as a site where social codes can be played out, 
subverted, or resisted. 
The modern study of sexuality is at least as old as the 
social sciences, with common nineteenth-century origins, but 
unlike those disciplines, has been subject to a history of 
restriction and moral orthodoxy which limited its development. 
These essays partake in the contemporary boom in sex-related 
research made possible by the second-wave feminist and gay 
liberation movements of the 1970s and 1980s. They 
demonstrate the distance this research area has come from its 
pre-war legacy which believed sexuality to be an inherent 
human characteristic fully explicable in terms of biology and 
physiology. While naturalistic and positivist accounts continue 
vii 
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to abound, especially in folk versions and even in introductory 
textbooks, these essays show their inadequacy for making 
sense of sex. While the mass media promote claims about "gay 
brains" or genes which fit with biological precepts, 
contemporary research demonstrates that the complex variety 
of human sexuality can never be reduced to such simple causes 
and that even our ideas about nature show our ethnocentrism 
and provincialism. 
Jane Abray draws our attention to the fall of the norm 
of priestly celibacy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
cautioning us that clerical marriage can scarcely be considered 
a "liberalization" in the context of the times, but is better 
thought of as a re-disciplining of sexuality. Abray offers 
glimpses into the extensive' considerations which go into 
sorting through historical transitions of this kind. The "context 
of the times" includes-what to us-is a remarkably rigid 
standard of sexual conduct propounded by church authorities. 
This leads to consideration of the processes of generation and 
institutionalization of what are now regarded as "traditional" 
Christian interpretations of sexuality, founded as they were in 
a theology developed and encoded at the height of the feudal 
era. Settled_ agrarian societies such as this are noted for their 
preoccupations with property and accumulation, the 
importance of family and kinship as a way of distributing and 
inheriting property, an associated concern with male 
supervis�on over female reproductive potential in order 
conserve kin lines, and concomitant limitations placed upon 
women's mobility. Rigid sexual standards begin to "make 
sense" in this context; marriage and celibacy have extensive 
and unavoidable implications which exceed sex per se.
Research of this kind allows us to begin thinking about how 
social expectations around sexuality may vary a great deal in 
societies with little concern about property and inheritance or 
about how historical changes in sexual morality can be effected 
by social arrangements of production. 
Martha Vicinus shows how much the cross-dressing 
stage actress, now largely forgotten, has to tell about the 
interplay of desire and social codes in her apparent capture of 
erotic potentialities never quite . contained by the social 
orthodoxies of her day. The stage presentation of a woman in 
male dress offers a polysemic text subverting the boundaries 
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of respectable and authoritative codes of gender and sex, 
opening possibilities for identification and (covert) expressions 
of homosexual and heterosexual desire among female and male 
audiences. Part of the popularity of the thespian woman as 
man may indeed have lain in her offering something to 
everyone. Official readings placed her into a socially acceptable 
heterosexual script, or perhaps one might say, a script made 
even more acceptable than the potentially over-charged male­
female romantic narrative, by de-fusing its eroticism as a 
female-female romance read as "innocent" by Victorian and 
Edwardian audiences. This goes by the name of "family 
entertainment" today with its implication that what might 
become sexual is "really" only "innocent" child's play. At the 
same time, of course, subversive readings permitted a never­
quite-admitted enjoyment of lesbian eroticism. 
Subject to a reign of silence, the emerging gay and 
lesbian worlds at the turn of the century nevertheless 
developed their own coded languages to telegraph other layers 
of meaning through heterosexist discourses. One of the most 
intriguing lines of inquiry in this essay delves into the cultural 
signalling between gay men and lesbians in constructing 
images of themselves while under a ban of silence, an 
interchange which clearly continues today. 
The question remains as to why this popular art form 
fell into oblivion. Did increasing permissiveness of direct sexual 
speech end the need for such multi-layered communication? Or 
did a more "sophisticated" post-Freudian era explode 
"innocent" readings of transvestism and thus lead to a tighter 
policing of gender and of "deviant" drama? As in the Abray 
paper, this would suggest that control, not liberalization, 
characterizes this historical transition. 
Foucault's exposition of the connection between power 
and knowledge has been enormously influential in sex studies 
and Tom Waugh places it at the centre of his study of the 
Kinsey lnstitute's curatorial undertaking in the 194Os and 
195Os. Waugh joshes the Institute for the scientific armour it 
displayed to the world, when scientific voyeurism not only 
observed but generated many of the artifacts which found their 
way into its collection. At the same time, it is clear enough that 
the Kinsey lnstitute's scientism did work as a shield against the 
virtually totalitarian silence imposed upon gay culture through 
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the 1950s, thereby permitting the gathering together of a 
unique and invaluable repository of images and documents. 
Kinsey at least indulged in the productive voyeurism of the 
scientist, leaving a rich historical legacy, while the state was 
indulging its repressive voyeurism in customs and court 
seizures of II obscenity. 11 
This is a story which has scarcely reached a conclusion. 
The superintendent of New York City schools was dismissed in 
the 1990s for permitting the children's books, Gloria Goes to 
Gay Pride, Daddy's Roommate, and Heather Has Two 
Mommies on to the school curriculum as part of a family 
diversity program. Canadians continue to be subject to four 
layers of. censorship: Canada customs, periodicals review 
committees, provincial film classification boards, and federal 
obscenity law. Gay and lesbian bookstores continue to be the 
repeated objects. of customs seizures, police raids, and court 
appearances for permitting gay people to communicate with 
each other about their culture and sexuality. 
With the Weeks papers, we come to a diagnosis of our 
times. What is perhaps most striking about them, is the sense 
that the problems facing contemporary societies are problems 
of finding a w.ay in an environment of freedom when moral 
absolutes have lost credibility. We live in an era when the 
contingency - even fragility - of identities and social 
institutions have been revealed to us. In an elegant and 
nuanced argument drawing upon social constructionist 
analysis, Weeks preserves the constructionist insight that the 
social organization and meanings of sexuality are not simply 
biological, but are re-created in each culture and era. At the 
same time, he proposes the idea of identities as "necessary 
fictions" to guard against a common charge levelled against 
social constructionism, namely, that it makes sexual identities. 
appear to be arbitrary and voluntary. He cautions us that in a 
world which has lost a sense of unquestioned orderliness and 
naturality, that identities remain "necessary" accomplishments 
which offer us a "basis to explain our individual needs and 
desires" and "a sense of collective belonging that provides the 
agency and means for change." 
Unlike the other papers which reveal regimes of 
regulation sometimes challenged by liminal images and actors, 
. Weeks aligns himself with social theorist, Anthony Giddens, in 
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seeing the fundamental trajectory of our era as being toward a 
free field, at once anomic and democratic. The way through 
these changes is neither an attempt to resurrect discredited 
fundamentalisms nor a postmodern retreat from values of any 
kind, but rather toward an ethic of "radical pluralism." 
It is a vision of the contemporary era which some might 
see as premature, given the many instances of outright political 
suppression which characterize censorship in Canada, the 
repeal by referendum of the human rights of lesbians and gay 
men in Colorado and a number of U.S. cities, or the 
incarceration of men in Britain for consensual S-M sex. All the 
same, Weeks offers a challenging and carefully worked guide 
through the thickets of contemp.orary sexual debates. 
Barry D. Adam 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 
University of Windsor 
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HOLY CHASTITY: SEXUAL MORALITY 
IN SIXTEENTH CENTURY WESTERN EUROPE 
Jane Abray 
My topic is the late medieval and early modern system 
of sexual morality in Western Europe, that system's problems 
in practice, and how sixteenth-century authorities (particularly 
but not exclusively religious authorities) sought to resolve those 
problems. 1 At the centre of this paper is the experience of a 
late medieval family type that is perhaps unholy and was 
probably unhappy: he was a priest, vowed to celibacy; she was 
the mother of his children; the children were illegitimate. Such 
a family was a public scandal in the eyes of the church, 
punishable by the bishop, and possibly ostracized by the 
neighbours. One day in the early years of the reformation, he 
and she went to a church together, and left it as man and wife, 
married by another priest. This certainly w_as a new scandal. 
1 1 would like to thank Dr Jacqueline Murray, Ms Rosemary 
Halford, and the members of the Humanities Research Group 
for their hospitality and comments. Since this paper is intended 
for general audience I have steered the notes towards material 
that is available in English or French, and that can serve to 
introduce readers to current interpretations as well to the 
available sources. Direct references to the sources themselves 
have been kept to a minimum. 
2 Jane Abray 
Was it also the birth of a new system of sexual morality, a 
creation of the Protestant reformation ?2 
The dramas of priestly marriage that began in German 
speaking territories and the Low· Lands in the 1520s sometimes 
ended at the stake or in forced separations. In territories that 
became Protestant, they would lead to a legal and social 
legitimation of clerical sexuality, but they were not, at least at 
first, peculiarly Protestant stories. The first clerical marriages, 
inevitably, involved Catholic clergy; in England clerical marriage 
was not tightly linked to Protestant theology until the middle of 
the sixteenth century, and in Denmark, spokesmen loyal to the 
old church were more troubled by the breach of vows than by 
the notion that the clergy might marry.3 
Even in the Protestant ctiurches, where the practice of 
ministerial marriage became customary, these initial clerical 
weddings were not proof that any new attitude towards 
sexuality was emerging among Christians in the sixteenth 
century. On the contrary, they are part of a renewed emphasis 
on sexual discipline common to both Catholics and Protestants 
in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Odd as it may 
seem, those shocking marriages of priests were part of a larger 
drive for strictw sexual discipline, the twin of Catholicism's 
renewed insistence on clerical celibacy. 
2Steven Ozment has so argued in When Fathers Ruled: 
Family Life in Reformation Europe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1983), chapter 1. See also Leah Lydia Otis, 
Prostitution in Medieval Society: The History of an Urban 
Institution in Languedoc (Chicago and London: University of. 
Chicago Press, 1987), 43. 
3 Joyce Youings, Sixteenth-Century England 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987), 203; Grethe Jacobsen, 
"Women, Marriage, and Magisterial Reformation: The Case of 
Malmo, Denmark," in Kyle C. Sessions and Philip N. Bebb, eds., 
Pietas et Societas: New Trends in Reformation Social History. 
Essays in Honor of Harold J. Grimm, Sixteenth Century Essays 
. and Studies 4 (St. Louis, MO: Foundation for Reformation 
Research, 1987), 64. 
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To understand the. significance of clerical marriage for 
sixteenth-century thinking about the regulation of sexual 
behaviour, we need to review the system of sexual morality 
prevailing around 1 500 and identify the major deviations of 
practice from prescription within that system. Early sixteenth­
century reformers attempted to make principle and 
performance coincide, with Catholics and Protestants opting for 
different strategies to reach common goals. The differences 
between the two streams were outweighed by the more 
important common themes in sexual morality shared by 
Protestant and Catholic communities in the middle and late 
sixteenth century. 
Pre-reformation Sexual Prescriptions 
The self-proclaimed and best documented arbiter of 
sexual morality at the beginning of the sixteenth century was 
the Church. Secular rulers produced and enforced laws that 
were expected to reflect and impose church doctrine. People 
who were neither clerics nor rulers created a third commentary 
on sexual morality by their practices. 
The Christian imprint was strong indeed on this triad of 
overlapping values, and gave special resonance to the Church's 
demands. The Church taught that sexual morality should reflect 
God's will, and that there must therefore be a distinctive 
Christian morality. It was to take into account God's will as 
known from: 
Genesis 
Christ's own teachings 
the views of the apostles, particularly those 
attributed to Paul 
the fundamental writings of two early Christian 
theologians: Jerome and Augustine 
the more recent elaborations of the university­
based scholastic theologians and the preaching 
friars. 
Genesis 1-3 provided an account of the origins of 
sexuality. God had created two separate sexes and ordered 
them to reproduce before the Fall; on the other hand, 
awareness of the shame of nudity and the first recorded sexual 
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intercourse took place after Adam and Eve had disobeyed God. 
Moreover, Genesis established and justified the superiority of 
men and the duty of obedience set upon women - a separate 
theme from the one pursued in this paper, but sexual politics 
is not a matter that can be hived off completely for sexual 
morality. 
The New Testament contributed two episodes from 
Jesus' life that were cited with noticeable frequency by 
medieval and early modern commentators on sexual morality. 
The first is Jesus' attendance at and miraculous 
encouragement of the wedding at Cana, where he performed 
his first miracle (John 2: 1-11), a story taken to indicated his 
blessing of marriage, and by extension, of sexuality. The other 
episode is quite different, perhaps. Matthew reports ( 19: 11-12) 
Jesus' comments on eunuchs: some are born so, some are 
made so by me_n, and some make themselves so for the 
Kingdom of Heaven - but not everyone can receive this 
saying. This text was normally taken to indicate Jesus' 
approval of voluntary chastity undertaken to concentrate one's 
energies on spiritual work. 
From the material attributed to St. Paul, two sets of 
texts were of primary importance. One set (found, for example, 
in 1 Cor. 6:9 and 1 Tim. 1:9-10) catalogues forms of sexual 
behaviour odious to God - fornication, adultery, and 
effeminacy. The other set is found in First Corinthians, chapter 
7, and contains Paul's teaching on virginity and marriage: God 
prefers chastity, but it is better to marry than to burn. 4 
The early Christian theologians spent a good deal of 
their time on issues connected with human sexuality and its 
expression; one controversy in particular would echo through 
the next millennium. 5 Around 390 a monk named Jovinian 
asserted that virginity was not preferable to marriage in the 
4Phillippe Aries, "St. Paul and the Flesh," in Aries and Andre 
Bejin, eds., Western Sexuality: Practice and Precept in Past and
Present Times, trans. Anthony Forster (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1985), 36-39. 
5 Christopher Brooke, The Medieval Idea of Marriage
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 61-62. 
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eyes of God. This notable deviation from an established 
consensus provoked Jerome to reply with an aptly named 
tract, Adversus Jovinianum, the basic argument of which boils 
down to "is so!" Perturbed by Jerome's extraordinary 
disparagement of human sexuality, Augustine entered the 
debate; his purpose in De bona coniugali was not so much to 
take up Jovinian's position as to moderate Jerome's: yes, 
virginity was better, but sex within marriage was acceptable to 
God. Churchmen tended more towards Jerome's position than 
towards Augustine's and from the eleventh century on there 
was a serious attempt to enforce celibacy on the clergy. 
The university professors of theology in the high and 
late Middle Ages, the men we refer to as the scholastics, built 
on their predecessors, struggling to find ways to make 
Christian doctrine comprehensible to their students and to lay 
people. 6 These theorists had rivals among the mendicant 
orders, and both Franciscan and Dominican preachers, 
particularly in the fifteenth century, were taking a somewhat 
less rigorous line in their sermons on sexuality, reflecting 
Augustine more that Jerome, rearranging lists of sins and 
lightening penalties. 7 By the turn of the century both the 
mendicants and the schoolmen had acquired another set of 
rivals, the scholars of ancient Christian and pagan texts whom 
6See for example D. Catherine Brown, Pastor and Laity in 
the Theology of Jean Gerson (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987), 151-58 and 214ff. See also Thomas N. Tentler, 
Sin and Confession on the Eve of the Reformation (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1977), 162-232. 
7 Jacques Rossiaud, "Prostitution, Sex and Society in French 
Towns in the Fifteenth Century," in Aries and Bejin, Western 
Sexuality, 90; Brown, Pastor and Laity, 232. It is this kind of 
temporary openness in late medieval teaching that makes it 
possible for Kathleen M. Davies to point to the "remarkable 
similarity" between pre-reformation Catholic and seventeenth­
century Puritan marriage manuals in England, "Continuity and 
Change in Literacy Advice on Marriage," in R. B. Outhwaite, 
ed., Marriage and Society: Studies in the Social History of 
Marriage (London: Europa, 1981 ), 60-61. 
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we call humanists, and some of these humanists were seeking 
a more fundamental revision of church teaching. On the matter 
of clerical celibacy, for instance, the great scholastic Aquinas 
had taught that the doctrine was of human rather than divine 
origin, but nevertheless proper and to be continued; Erasmus, 
the greatest of the humanists, believed that marriage was 
better than celibacy for most people, and was arguing, early in 
the sixteenth century, that the church should not force its 
priests into vows of celibacy. 8 
To sum all of this up, around 1500 the church had a 
clear and established set of teachings, fundamentally 
challenged by only a small minority among intellectuals, the 
humanists. The teaching was clearly hierarchical: the best state 
to be in was that of asexuality, where the Christian had no 
consciousness of sexual drives; virginity was better than any 
form of acting on sexual drives; perfect chastity, which was 
very rare, consisted of asexual virginity. For the majority, the 
Church recognized the reality of sexual drives and the need to 
profile means to discipline them; the great majority of 
Christians were expected to attempt the holy chastity of sexual 
continence, in the form appropriate to their estate. For clerics, 
chastity meant a vow to God to avoid sexual activity. For the 
laity, the standard of holy chastity was continence within 
marriage. Here sexual intercourse, though hedged with 
prohibitions, was licit for procreation, or for the avoidance of 
worse sins than marital intercourse. A sermon delivered during 
Lent in 1508 by the Strasbourg Cathedral preacher, Johann 
Geiler von Kaysersberg, gives us a quick glimpse of Geiler's 
version of the ideal. If Adam and Eve had intercourse once a 
year, to conceive; earthly spouses should emulate this pattern, 
and when they complete their family, they should abandon 
sexual relations.9 
8Leon-E. Halkin, "Erasme et le celibat sacerdotal," Revue 
d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses 5 7 ( 1977): 497-511 and 
John K. Yost, "The Development of a Reformist Approach to 
Marriage and Celibacy in Early English Humanism," Nederlands 
ArchiefvoorKerkgeschiednis n.s. 47 (1976): 1-15. 
9Die Emesis (Strasbourgh: J. Gruninger, 1516), f. xvii r-v. 
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Other teachers made it clear that marital intercourse, 
whatever its frequency, had to observe rules of conduct 
intended to restrain lasciviousness. Ideally, spouses were to 
copulate in the dark, partially dressed, with the man on top. 
· Intercourse was to be avoided at certain seasons (Lent and
Advent) and when a woman was menstruating, pregnant, or
nursing. A modern observer had calculated that if all the rules
of the medieval church were kept, then a couple might have
been able to have intercourse once a week at most. 10 
Churchmen like Geiler were by no means unaware of how
rigorous their standards were. The church held that people
needed help to meet these standards. Most did not have the
divine gift of asexual virginity. and should, as quickly as
possible after puberty, find themselves a refuge from the
torments of the flesh. Either they should take vows of celibacy
reinforced by a religious career, or they should marry.
Just as it had its hierarchy of virtuous conditions -
asexuality, virginity, celibacy, marital chastity - so too the 
Church had its hierarchies of sin, the product of sophisticated 
study of human behaviour. 11 A mid-fifteenth- century Bishop 
of Florence, Antoninus, drew up a classification of sexual sins 
that can serve us as an example.12 First he divides sexual sins 
into the natural and the unnatural, and then ranks each 




10Jean-Louis Flandrin, "Sex in Married Life in the Middle 
Ages: The Church's Teaching and Behavioral Reality," in Aries 
and Bejin, eds., Western Sexuality, 120-21. 
11Thomas Tentler, Sin and Confession on the Eve of the 
Reformation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), 
gives an overview of late medieval confessors' guides. 
12 In what follows I draw on a lecture by Eugene Rice, 
"Conjugal Bonds: Marriage and the Conjugal Code," Centre for 
Reformation and Renaissance Studies, Toronto, March 1992. 
8 Jane Abray 




sacrilegious intercourse (with a partner vowed 
to chastity) 
raptus of a virgin (debauchery aggravated by 
force) 
raptus of a wife (aggravated adultery) 
raptus of a religious (aggravated sacrilege) 
incest. 
The unnatural sins, which cannot lead to conception, go like 
this: 
masturbation. (punished leniently in practice) 
ordinary sodomy (non-procreative heterosexual 
acts leading to orgasm) 
extraordinary sodomy (same sex activity) 
bestiality (sexual activity with animals). 
To sum up again, what we see is a set of ecclesiastical 
proscriptions that stigmatized most human sexual behaviour. 
The other set of authorities involved in defining sexual 
morality around 1500 were the secular rulers. 13 For our 
purposes the most important ones were the local magistrates 
charged with the preservation of urban order. These 
magistrates were drawn from the privileged minority of adult 
male heads of households, and fully recognized the potential 
for disorder inherent in human sexuality. They had four sets of 
pressing worries around sex: the preservation of the chastity of 
women of their own class; the need to discipline the sexuality 
of unmarried men; the need to keep women as a group "in their' 
place;" and poverty, or rather fears that the poor were on the 
13Two books allow a comparison of cIvIc regulation of 
sexuality in Catholic as well as Protestant territories: Mary 
Elizabeth Perry, Gender and Disorder in Early Modern Seville 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) and Lyndal Roper, 
The Holy Household: Women and Morals in Reformation 
Augsburg (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989). 
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increase (as indeed they were in the sixteenth century). 
Concerns for their class interests and for the preservation of 
public order gave the lay magistrates slightly different concerns 
. than the clergy held. 
Pre-reformation Sexual Practices 
Did people obey the authorities? Readers familiar with 
Renaissance paintings many guess the answer is no - think of 
the abundance of naked flesh on display in the classical 
allegories, think of the cheerful scenes of naked men and 
women at the baths, think of the flamboyant codpieces of the 
gentlemen portrayed with their clothes on. 14 Yet 
demographers insist that they can trace patterns of broad 
compliance with the rules - working backwards from birth­
dates in parish registers, they find that conceptions did fall off 
during Lent, just as they should have. 15 
Demographers also alert us to the most commonly 
documented violation of the prescriptions: delayed marriage. 
Lay anxiety about poverty, and the realities of a rather poor 
economy, outweighed the church's drive for early marriages. 
The average age at first marriage was well into the twenties for 
both sexes. Early marriage was largely confined to the wealthy 
families, for whom the problem was to provide a legitimate heir 
for the lands and money, and even here there is a strong sexual 
dimorphism: girls married young, but often to older men. We 
also find a sexual double standard; virginity was expected of 
(indeed imposed on) young women, but certainly not on young 
men. For most families the problem was not to get an heir for 
140n codpieces see Konrad Eisenbichler, 11 Bronzino' s Portrait 
of Guidobaldo II della Rovere, 11 Renaissance and 
Reformation/Renaissance et Reforme XII: 1 (1988): 13-20. 
15 For English demography consult E. A. Wrigley and R. S. 
Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871: A 
Reconstruction (London: Edward Arnold, 1981 ); for the 
continent, Michael Mitterauer and Reinhold Siedler, The 
European Family, trans. Karla Oosterveen and Manfred 
Horzinger (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1982). 
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the family fortune, but to get some land or money for the heirs. 
These worries produced the average pattern of late marriage 
for both sexes (with a small. age gap between brides and 
grooms in first marriages) and a considerable amount of 
premarital sexual activity on the part of young people of both 
sexes. In the countryside this seemed truly to be pre-marital 
sex, fornication by engaged couples. In town, the situation was 
complicated by prostitution; promiscuity was an urban 
phenomenon. 
The existence of commercial sex was another 
significant violation of church rules, and once again one that 
occurred with the connivance of secular authorities. 16 
Prostitution provided ample opportunity for illicit sexual activity 
for men both lay and clerical'. Clerics apparently provided a 
steady supply of clients. In Augsburg early in the sixteenth 
century an evangelical preacher, Urbanus Thegius, claimed that 
"every monk resorts to whores, either in secret or in 
public. "17 The brothels were often municipally run, ostensibly 
closed to married men and clerics, and justified as a means to 
keep unmarried men pacified and 'respectable' women safe 
from seduction or rape. 
The concern about the dangers of male lusts, which the 
brothels had been authorized to meet, repeats itself in my third 
category of deviations from the prescriptions: violations of 
vows of chastity. Some of these violations - the incidence of 
masturbation and what we nowadays call homosexuality 
among church personnel - were not matters of public concern 
to any significant degree. Likewise, the stereotypical lubricious 
nun, however irritating she may have been to clerical reformers 
seeking strict enforcement of conventual rules, was apparently 
more titillating than terrifying to the lay authorities (although 
the spectre of such nuns did have a role to play in lay 
16 Nicholas Orme, "The Reformation and the Red Light," 
History Today 37 (March 1987): 36-41, provides an overview: 
see also Leah Lydia Otis, Prostitution in Medieval Society. 
17Lyndal Roper, "Discipline and Respectability: Prostitution 
and the Reformation in Augsburg," History Workshop Journal 
19 (1985): 10. 
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resentment of clerical hypocrisy). The frightening figures were 
the church men: seductive monks, friars_, and priests. 18 Listen 
to an English layman, Simon Fish, writing to his king in 1529 
about clergymen who: 
apply themselves by all the slights they may, to 
have to do with every man's daughter and 
every man's maid, [so] that cuckoldry and 
bawdiness should reign over all among your 
[majesty King Henry Vlll's] subjects, [and so] 
that no man should know his own child, [with 
the result] that their bastards might inherit the 
possessions of every man, [putting] the 
right[ly] begotten children clear [out of] their 
inheritance, in subversion of all estates and 
godly order.19 
Fish, needless to say, imbeds this complaint in a set piece of 
anticlericalism, but his complaints were not groundless. A few 
years earlier a priest in the Swiss city of Bern had provided a 
less sociobiological and less politicized explanation for why 
clergymen might break their vows of chastity: "We have not 
yet become angels, so we can't live like angels; our bodies 
won't forego their lusts - we are men, just like yourselves. 20 
18Robert W. Scribner, "Anticlericalism and the Reformation 
in Germany,". in Popular Culture and Popular Movements in 
Reformation Germany (London: The Hambledon Press, 1987), 
246-48, discusses sexuality as a factor in anticlericalism. For
some graphic examples of laymen's fears about priests'
behaviour in the confessional, consult Steven E. Ozment, When
Fathers Ruled, 6.
19A supplicacyon for the beggers (n.p, n.d.), f.4 r. I have 
modernized the spelling and punctuation. 
20Quoted by Rainer Postel, "Horenjeger und Kokschen: 
Zolibat und Priesterehe in der hamburgischen Reformation," in 
Ingrid Satori, ed., Stiidtische Gesellschaft und Reformation, 
Spatmittelatler und fruhe Neuzerit, Bd. 12, Kleine Schriften 2, 
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A particular focus of misery and anticlerical outrage 
was the quasi-married priest, of the sort to whom I alluded at 
the beginning of this paper: the priest who kept a concubine 
and often raised children with her. She was widely regarded as 
a whore, and he as a whoremaster or whorehunter. What they 
were doing could be construed as worse than fornication, as it 
seemed to parody the sacrament of marriage as well as to 
violate vows of chastity, in a general nose-thumbing at 
Christian decency. Antoninus would have called it sacrilegious 
intercourse. In Worms in the early 1520s a parish priest named 
Johann Leininger, lived with his concubine and at least one 
child; to further complicate matters, Leininger employed his 
concubine as his sexton. This gave rise to taunts that "the 
parson of St. Michael's sleeps 'with his sexton," a jibe that was 
regarded as bringing the whole parish into dishonour. On the 
other hand, a priest who lived in an imitation of marriage might 
have the sympathy of his parishioners: at least he was not 
perceived as trying to seduce wives and daughters wholesale! 
Out of this bifurcation of opinion - was concubinage better or 
worse than promiscuity? - would come crucial lay support for 
the priests who married. In 1524 the parishioners of St. 
Michael's in Worms dumped Leininger, replacing him, with an 
ex-monk who had gone through a marriage ceremony, and 
whom the lay people regarded as "an honest man who lived in 
the married estate and did not keep house with immoral 
persons in the manner of the priests. "21 
What we have been exploring is a pattern of deviations 
from the standards of sexual morality endorsed by the church; 
some of these deviations (late marriage, prostitution) might 
receive endorsement from_ the laity; others (violations of vows 
of chastity by church people) rarely did. Both clerical reformers 
and lay authorities were aware of, and concerned about, the 
1980, 224. 
21 Robert W. Scribner, "Practice and Principle in the German 
Towns: Preachers and People," in .Peter Newman Brooks, ed., 
Reformation Principle and Practice. Essays in Honour of Arthur 
Geoffrey Dickens (London: Scolar Press, 1980), 97. The 
quotation is Scribner's paraphrase of the documents he cites. 
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volume of illicit sexual activity. In the course of the sixteenth 
century they acted to discipline and reduce illicit sexuality. 
Conservative and Tridentine Reformers: The Catholic 
Experience 
This drive for moral reformation predated the 
theological and ecclesiological reformation started by the 
Protestants, so it makes sense to begin with the Catholic 
experience, from the efforts of conservative reformers before 
1 500 to the culminating pronouncements of the mid-sixteenth 
century Council of Trent, the creator of modern Roman 
Catholicism.22 The basic argument of conservative and 
tridentine reformers on sexual issues was simple: the rules are 
correct; what we need to do is enforce them, and so the 
Council of Trent reaffirmed the teachings outlined above. 
Virginity remained better than sexual activity; sexuality was 
licit for Christians only within marriage, and then only 
according to the church's rules; marriage was closed to the 
clergy, who must take and obey vows of celibacy. Dissident 
Catholic clergy had urged the theologians at Trent to allow 
clerical marriag�, but the Council refused: those who had 
22For an example of the largely ineffective early attempts at 
reform on the continent, see Francis Rapp, Reformes et 
Reformation a Strasbourg: Eglise et societe dans le diocese de 
Strasbourg, 1450-1525 (Strasbourg: Association des 
publications pres l'Universite de Strasbourg, 1974). For 
Tridentine values, A. G. Dickens, The Counter Reformation 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1968) and Richard G. Richgels, 
"Celibacy and Clericalism in Counter-Reformation Thought: The 
Case of Robert Bellarmine," in Jerome Friedman, ed., Regnum, 
Religio et Ratio: Essays Presented to Robert M. Kingdom, 
Sixteenth Century Essays and Studies 8 (St. Louis, MO: 
Foundation for Reformation Research, 1982), 145-52. For the 
slow but ultimately successful implantation of Tridentine 
reform, Phillip T. Hoffman, Church and Community in the 
Diocese of Lyon, 1500-1789 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1984). 
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married must put away their wives. 23 According to the 
theologians at Trent the distinction between the clergy and the 
laity needed reinforcement and the insistence on clerical 
celibacy was a means to underline the superior purity and moral 
authority of the clergy. The churchmen at Trent were 
concerned to counter the corrosive tides of late medieval 
anticlericalism and reasoned that ·anticlericalism could be 
nullified by putting an end to clerical hypocrisy, including false 
claims of chastity. 
Stricter enforcement of the rules meant efforts to 
eliminate fornication by nuns, monks, and friars, and a purging 
of concubinage among the secular clergy - a process that 
took generations to achieve. It also meant stricter cloistering 
for women and better training' for priests (among other things 
to clarify for them the advantages of celibacy as a means of 
bolstering their authority and raising their status in the eyes of 
lay people). Priest were increasingly discouraged from having 
informal social contacts with parishioners, particulary women. 
Both clergy and laity were affected by the closing of brothels 
and bath-houses in the Catholic territories. Among Catholics 
the confessional continued to be the prime locus for the 
policing of sexual morality. Their church continued to insist on 
the importance of male authority over women, both in terms of 
priestly control of nuns and of husbandly control of wives and 
daughters. 
Evangelical Reformers: The Protestant Experience 
The Protestant experience was at once more 
complicated - because it changed some of the rules - and 
more straightforward, as the changes tended towards 
simplification of the rules. Briefly, the Protestants chose to 
minimize the distinction between clergy and laity and to impose 
a single sexual standard on everyone. That standard was one 
of virginity before marriage, then marital chastity, with marital 
chastity being defined pretty much as it had been before the 
23This is what happened under Queen Mary (1553-58) to 
English priests who had married; Youings, Sixteenth-Century 
England, 203. For the dissidents, Ozment, Fathers, 5. 
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reformation. (Protestants did drop what they regarded as 
human inve·ntions prohibiting sexual relations at particular times 
of the church calendar. In general Protestant commentators on 
marital sexuality tended to follow the more liberal of the late 
medieval counsellors). 24 Marriage was to occur early for 
everyone - Martin Luther thought men should have taken 
wives by twenty at the latest, and women were to marry 
between fifteen and eighteen. 25 
Like Catholic authorities who chose to close brothels 
and bath-houses, Protestant authorities also moved to suppress 
institutions associated with vice. The difference was that they 
added nunneries and monasteries to the bath-houses and 
brothels. From Luther onward, Protestant theologians argued 
that religious houses were breeding grounds for sin, as no one 
human in a thousand could hope to overpower God-given 
sexual impulses; rather than encourage secret sins 
(masturbation and homosexuality) or open promiscuity, better 
to close the houses down and marry off their inmates. 26 
Likewise the Protestant churches first allowed and then 
actively encouraged their clergy to marry to prove their 
Protestant convictions. Summoned to account for his marriage 
by Queen Mary's officials, Archbishop Holgate of York claimed 
that under the previous ruler, Edward, he had been forced to 
24See Kathleen M. Davies, cited in n. 6, for English 
examples. 
25
11 The Estate of Marriage, 11 1522, in The American Edition 
of Luther's Works 45 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1962), 48. 
26 See II Estate of Marriage, 11 20, for the not one in a 
thousand estimate. Madeleine Lazard points out that the 
Protestants were careful to promise to provide husbands for ex­
nuns in order to placate relatives who might otherwise object 
to the nuns' return to the world, if they feared they might 
themselves have to supply dowries and find husbands for the 
women. "Deux soeurs enemies: Marie Dentiere et Jeanne de 
Jussie, nonnes et reformees a Geneve," in Bernard Chevalier 
and Robert Sauzet, eds., Les reformes: enracinement socio­
culturel (Paris: Editions de la Maisnie, 1985), 246. 
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marry by the Duke of Northumberland, who wanted a 
demonstration that the prelate was not a papist. 27 It is very 
important to realize that Protestant communities encouraged 
their clergy to marry not because of a liberal attitude to sex, 
but because of a repressive one: marriage was seen as a means 
of controlling sexuality. This was as true of male sexuality as 
of female sexuality. In the early modern context marriage for 
men was both a sign they had achieved economic success and 
were ready to take an honourable place at the head of the local 
social hierarchy, and also a signal that they were giving up their 
"wild oats" phase and settling down. As Dean Colet had put it 
in London before the reformation, marriage, " ... keeps . .. 
men from· roaming at large and among many women. "28 It 
was a rite of passage into authority and an acceptance of 
(relative) chastity. 29 In allowing their cler,gy to marry, 
Protestant territories were thus providing priests with a vehicle 
for the godly expression of male sexuality, not encouraging 
sexuality per se. Clerical marriage put ministers into their 
society's elite - the heads of households - helping to 
rehabilitate clergymen from the loss of prestige they had 
suffered at the hands of the late medieval anticlerics. In fact it 
is quite clear that just as aspirant Catholic priests were being 
told that respectability required sexual self-control, so too were 
candidates for the Protestant ministries. The difference was in 
the method of demonstrating self-control, not in the ethos 
itself. 
For men who had been livin_g in sin with concubines or 
racked by guilt about other breaches of their vows, the 
dispensation to marry came as an enormous relief. Some of 
these men had suffered to .extremes, like the Worcester priest 
27 A. G. Dickens, The English Reformation, 2nd ed., 
(University Park: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 274. 
28Quoted by Yost, "Development, II 2-3.
29 John R. Gillis, For Better, For Worse: British Marriages,
1600 to the Present (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1985); Lyndal Roper, "Going to Church and Street: Weddings 
in Reformation Augsburg," Past & Present 106 ( 1985): 83, 92. 
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who castrated himself in 1448 in hope of ending his unbearable 
temptations.30 Erasmus Alberus, the illegitimate son of a 
priest who became a priest in turn, was determined to avoid 
_the misery of his father's sins. Alberus considered himself lucky 
to live during the Protestant reformation. For him, one of its 
great benefits was clerical marriage: "Now the child of a pious 
evangelical priest is not called a whore's child, but an 
honourable child. For this good deed we can never thank God 
enough. "31 Priests, like other men in the early modern 
establishment, could now take part in the work of what Lynda! 
Roper has called "the holy household" of Protestant family 
ideals, a primary locus of sexual discipline among Protestants 
and the primary locus for male control of women. 32 
Protestants tended to move away from private 
confession, at least for the first few decades of the sixteenth 
century. They also rejected the sacramental status of marriage, 
and turned control of marriage and marital disputes over to 
secular tribunals; these marriage courts worked with other 
bodies, called consistories (mixed tribunals of laity and clergy) 
to police morality in Protestant communities. It is not 
unreasonable to say that Protestants were experimenting with 
a system of public shame rather than a system of private guilt 
to control illicit - that is, extramarital - sexuality. Both 
Protestant and Catholic communities continued to have trouble 
defining what constituted a valid marriage and in ensuring 
marital concor·d. 33 
30Peter Heath, The English Parish Clergy on the Eve of the
Reformation (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1969), 105. 
31 Scribner, "Practice and Principle," 102. 
32See note 1 3. 
33Thomas M. Safley, Let No Man Put Asunder: The Control
of Marriage in the German Southwest: A Comparative Study, 
1550-1600, Sixteenth Century Texts and Studies 2 ( 1984) 
compares Catholic and Protestant practices and problems. 
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Conclusions 
Indeed, throughout the sixteenth-century Protestant 
and Catholic approaches to sexuality continued to have much 
in common. It is true that each confessional group tried to 
splatter its opponents with the mud of sexual immorality, 
through slurs that tied bad doctrine to dirty sex. Thus the great 
English Catholic champion, Thomas More, accused Martin 
Luther of contracting a lecherous and incestuous pseudo­
marriage (Luther had married an ex-nun), while Luther himself, 
railing against vows of celibacy, accused the defenders of 
monasticism of being "soul-murderers" because their impossible 
demands drove men and wom'en to heinous secret or public 
sins, or worse, plunged them into an abyss of despair that 
impelled their Christian faith and thus their very salvation. 34
The stark contrasts controversialists like More and Luther 
established must not blind us to the huge overlap in Catholic 
and Protestant values in the sixteenth century, an overlap that 
far exceeds the points where the two differed. 
All Western Christians drew on a common heritage of 
ideas about sexual morality. Both Catholics and Protestants 
continued to adhere to certain fundamental ideas already 
established in Genesis: sex has been corrupted by original sin 
and the Fall; sexuality must be very carefully regulated; female 
sexuality was particularly dangerous, so men's authority over 
women must be constantly affirmed. 
Both Protestant and Catholic theologians remained 
profoundly uneasy about sexuality. Both condemned whole 
ranges of sexual expression, including masturbation and what 
we would call homosexuality; clerical authorities in both camps 
34More is quoted in Dickens, English Reformation, 162. 
Luther, "An Extortion to the Knights of the Teutonic Order," 
American Edition of Luther's Works 45: 150. This aspect of 
reformation polemic follows models that go back to the earliest 
days of the church. See Norman Cohn, Europe's Inner Demons 
(New York: St. Alban's, 1976) and Jeffrey Richards, Sex, 
Dissidence and Damnation: Minority Groups in the Middle Ages 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1990). 
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acted consistently to impoverish eroticism. Both regarded 
sexual innocence as a purer human state than sexual 
experience. {Catholics had ·more confidence in the power of the 
.human will to resist sexuality and therefore offered institutions 
requiring and supporting either unsullied virginity or a return to 
complete continence; Protestants were doubtful that God 
dispersed the required strength of will widely enough to allow 
for the institutionalization of perfect continence. If anything 
Protestants had more respect for the miraculous quality of 
complete chastity than did Catholics). Both objected to 
commercial sex, indeed to all forms of extramarital sex. Both 
continued to fight a losing battle in favour of early marriage -
in both Catholic and Protestant territories the age at first 
marriage remained high and the proportion of people who never 
married was on the rise in the early modern period, the 
drumbeat of a deteriorating economy sounding louder than the 
fife of theology. 35 Both Protestants and Catholics reinforced 
structures through which men exercised control over women, 
and both strove to place stricter sexual disciplines on their male 
clergy - one side through celibacy, the other through 
marriage. Neither advocated anything resembling sexual 
liberation. To .the extent there was novelty in the sexual 
morality of the sixteenth century, it came in new discipline not 
new debauchery. Holy chastity remained the Christian 
standard. 
35 Jean-Louis Flandrin, "Repression and Change in the Sexual 
Life of Young People in Medieval and Early Modern Times," 
Journal of Family History 2 {1977): 197; Wrigley and 
Schofield, Population History, 423. 
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Dr Abray opened the seminar with some general 
remarks on the reading on prostitution in medieval society. In 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, civil and ecclesiastical 
authorities tolerated prostitution and made no attempt to 
regulate either women or men involved in the trade. In the 
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fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, authorities institutionalized 
prostitution, creating brothels subject to civic control and royal 
protection. By the sixteenth century, however, institutionalized 
prostitution came under attack and authorities condemned 
prostitution and adopted laws which marginalized women and 
upheld new conventions of bourgeois morality. 
Discussion centered first on the causes of the transition 
from institutionalized prostitution to the policy of suppression. 
Dr Abray noted that the previous historiography of the 
sixteenth century tended to account for the change in terms of 
the more generalized transformation of ideas and culture 
associated with the Reformation. The literature on prostitution, 
however, addresses a broader array of questions in social 
history, including the relationship between sexuality and social 
control, gender roles, stigmatization, class structure, and the 
uses of language as an instrument of control over women's 
lives. She also said that the literature proposed an approach to 
prostitution as an inversion of the moral order, a strategy which 
allows historians to use the topic to understand broader 
changes in social organization and political thought. 
Second, the seminar addressed the transition in thinking 
about prostitution from the point of view of the state. Was the 
change the result of the transformation of the class structure, 
a process in which women who had previously been integrated 
into the civil polity were now consigned to the periphery of the 
social order? It was suggested that the condemnation of 
prostitution resulted from changes in the nature and function 
of the state. Dr Abray noted that sixteenth-century European 
states were developing new mechanisms of control and that 
sexuality was one arena of control that was changing. Central 
to this puzzle is the question of why civil and ecclesiastical 
officials came to see the law as an instrument for regulating 
previously tolerated behaviour and for creating a new moral 
consensus that marginalized women in relation to the state. 
Participants agreed that they would like to know if other arenas 
of social behaviour came under similar scrutiny in the sixteenth 
century. 
The seminar also addressed the issue of prostitution 
from the point of view of the prostitutes. In a system of 
tolerated or regulated prostitution, women were not 
marginalized, as they came to be within modern sensibilities 
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about the trade. Theologians before Aquinas had seen the 
"john" as the wrongdoer and the prostitute as a "labourer 
worthy of her hire." Augustine and Aquinas argued that 
controlled prostitution was better than the alternative of 
uncontrolled prostitution and their writings did not generally 
portray women in the trade in a judgmental fashion. Indeed, 
Mary Magdalene was an important figure in the Middle Ages, 
second only to the Virgin Mary. It was agreed, however, that 
these sources do not afford historians a view of prostitution as 
it was experienced by women in towns and villages. Extant 
sources do not include autobiographies or letters that might 
enable us to have an experiential history of life in the trade. 
Finally, discussion moved to a consideration of 
questions for further research. What kinds of control could 
individual women exert during the period of regulated 
prostitution? Did they have the right to refuse clients, and if so, 
on what grounds? In addition, could women in the trade control 
their reputations? It would be helpful to know, for example, if 
they were buried in conventional burial grounds, or what 
happened to the children conceived by prostitutes. It was 
noted that our modern stigmatization of prostitutes may hinder 
our understanding of a past in which distinctions between 
prostitutes and other women were not so cl_early drawn. 
Dr Abray concluded that she was not sanguine about 
the future study of prostitution · because she questions the 
ability of scholars to historicize the topic. Modern scholars may 
be so imbued with values which stigmatize both the profession 
and its practitioners that they may not be able to frame the 
kinds of questions that will reconstruct a time in which control 
over sexuality, the relations between women and the state, and 
women's role in the social order were conceived and 
orchestrated in ways far different from the bourgeois morality 
that came to dominate Western culture during the sixteenth 
century and beyond. 
Bruce Tucker 
Department of History 
University of Windsor 

TURN OF THE CENTURY MALE IMPERSONATION: 
WOMEN AS SEXUAL ACTORS 
Martha Vicinus 
The study of women who dressed as men has become 
a very fashionable topic of late, especially among Renaissance 
scholars. 1 Much of this work has, not surprisingly, 
concentrated on Shakespeare's eponymous heroines 
Rosalind, Viola, Portia, whose wit and grace in men's clothing 
so pleases audiences to this day. Exactly what this theatrical 
display of boys dressed as women dressed as boys meant at 
the time seems to depend upon the eye of the modern 
beholder. Some current critics find this practice designed for 
the homoerotic gratification of the male audience, but others 
argue that boy -actors were merely part of Renaissance stage 
conventions. Some feminists have found cross-dressing to be 
a means of asserting freedom for women, while others have 
found the conventional endings in marriage to be a sop to men 
who enjoyed reining in assertive women. Others see deep-
1 Special · thanks go to Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, who 
discussed and critiqued this essay in detail, and who 
contributed so much to my thinking about the construction of 
lesbian desire. Thanks also to the supportive audiences at the 
University of Pennsylvania, Indiana University and Arizona 
State University. 
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seated fears or pleasures in an unstable self that revels in 
plurality and fluidity. 2 
Far less has been said about the meaning of cross­
dressing in the nineteenth century, either in the theatre, opera, 
fiction or for historical characters. Nevertheless, cross-dressing 
occurs so frequently throughout the nineteenth century that it 
is a fictive or dramatic commonplace, a familiar plot device 
used to reveal the hidden intentions of a character to the 
reader, audience, or fellow characters. In Villette, Lucy Snowe 
can speak of the tortures of unrequited love when dressed as 
a fop for the school play; in War and Peace, Nikolai finds 
himself falling in love with a transformed Sonya, with her 
" ... new, sweet face with black eyebrows and moustaches 
that peeped up at him from her sable furs. "3 Cross-dressing in 
these cases reveals unspoken or concealed heterosexual love, 
but it could also· become a means of reconstituting the object 
of desire, so as to rewrite the heterosexual romance plot. 
During the late Victorian and early Edwardian period 
cross-dressing became a popular vehicle for questioning 
conventional gender roles. In fiction, journalism, and politics the 
"Woman Question" was the topic of the hour. While the 
traditional English pantomime, with its female principal boy and 
male dame, continued to flourish, other forms of transvestism 
rewrote pantomime's fantasy marriage plot. The cross-dressed 
principal boy on the music hall stage, in serious drama, serio­
comic opera, in fiction, and politics was transformed into a 
figure who commented upon current standards of masculinity 
and offered a different model. At the same time, the audience, 
both women and men, used these transvestites in ways that 
they may not have intended, in order to fashion new models of 
homosexual and heterosexual relations. The transvestite 
2Jean E. Howard describes the parameters of debate in 
"Crossdressing, The Theatre, and Gender Struggle in Early 
Modern England," Shakespeare Quarterly 39:4 (Winter 1988): 
footnote 3. 
3Ouoted by Pat Rogers, "The Breeches Part," Sexuality in 
Eighteenth-Century Britain, Paul-Gabriel Bouce, ed., 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1982), 254. 
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woman became either a purified hero or a lesbian courtier or a 
lovable boy, depending upon the eye of the beholder. In effect, 
she was a vehicle for defining suppressed sexual desire. 
I will first look at pantomime, in which the cross­
dressed actress plays a young man at a liminal stage who tries 
to overcome or surpass a phallic father; with the help of a fairy 
godmother, he wins a young woman. I then examine the other 
well-known English transvestite role, the male impersonator 
from the music hall - and someone who frequently played the 
principal boy in the Christmas panto. Whether dressed as 
Aladdin, a seaside dandy, or a street Arab, principal boys and 
male impersonators at their peak of popularity embodied 
innocent youth and cheeky knowingness. Sarah Bernhardt 
extended the range of possibilities for the travesti role by 
playing the male lead in three tragedies, dubbed her "three 
Hamlets." Sarah Grand's The Heavenly Twins (1893), a 
feminist best-seller, included an interlude called "The Tenor and 
the Boy," in which one of the twins dresses as her brother in 
order to enjoy ". . . the delight of associating with a man 
intimately who did not know I was a woman. "4 Finally, I will 
argue that lesbians and suffragists borrowed from the theatre 
and fiction in order to embody their own sexual independence 
- life imitated art in the cross-dressed, independent women of
both the nascent lesbian subculture and the suffrage
movement.
The Theatrical Background: English Pantomime 
While I am attracted to notions of gender fluidity and 
indeterminancy, we must beware of exaggerating theatrical 
conventions. Even though men and women in theory could play 
many different roles when cross-dressed, they did not. The 
various types are quite constricted, though they change in 
emphasis as public taste changed. The actor in drag is virtually 
always either a salacious old hag or a libidinous beauty of 
doubtful character. Thinly veiled misogyny deflects, even 
destroys, sexual desire. The actress is always a young man, 
4Sarah Grand [Frances McFall], The Heavenly Twins 
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often sexually insecure, but arrogant in manner. Touches of 
femininity peaking out highlighted her sexual charm for both 
women and men. 
Female impersonation is most often visual and 
dependent for its humour upon the male's loss of status when 
he takes a woman's role. 5 He succeeds best when most 
awkward, as in our initial view of Jack Lemmon and Tony 
Curtis wearing high heels in Some Like It Hot. In the nineteenth 
century much of the humour came from imitations of homely 
but amorous old women - the dame of the pantomime, Sairy 
Gamp, or a parodic Sappho who loves Phaon " ... with all the 
gushing ecstasy of a young girl of fifty, which she was if she 
was a day. "6 In the twentieth century we have seen numerous 
imitations of the sexually free vamp - Mae West or Bette 
Midler remain perennial favourites on the drag circuit. Both of 
these types are characterized by an aggressive sexuality and 
unlimited freedom - they can and do go anywhere, unlike the 
domestic heroine, who must wait for the hero to show up at 
her door. Yet dangerous, aggressive female sexuality is 
defused, for beneath the frock is the reassuring penis. 
5Laurence Senelick "Lady and the Tramp: Drag Differentials 
in the Progressive Era," Gender in Performance: Essays on the 
Presentation of difference in the Performing Arts (Hanover NH: 
University Press of New England, 1992) argues that Julian 
Eltridge, the American female impersonator was one of the few 
exceptions to this generalization, in that he prided himself, like 
Vesta Tilley for young men, in highly realistic impersonations. 
At one juncture he published a women's magazine, filled with 
fashion tips for his women admirers (his popularity with men -­
unlike the more bawdy female impersonators -- was very 
limited). 
6 F. C. Burnand's "Sappho or Look Before You Leap" [1865],
quoted from the stage directions by Jane Stedman, 23. See 
also the brilliant interpretation of Flora Finching in the recent 
film production of Little Dorrit -- the actress is obviously 
indebted to the comic dame, but in our staider times the fat, 
over-aged woman is a woman. 
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The actress who cross-dresses is often placed in a 
situational dilemma, rather than a visual one - such as Greta 
.Garbo in riding habit being asked to share a bed with the 
Spanish ambassador in Queen Christina. 7 The male 
impersonator succeeds most when she most successfully 
mimics a boy. Charles Dickens, for example, commented upon 
the actress Marie Wilton, famous for her transvestite roles in 
pantomimes, praised her realism, which he defined as " ... so 
stupendously like a boy, and unlike a woman, that it is 
perfectly free from offence. "8 Realism, however, had its limits; 
for the Victorians, it actually meant a spritely femininity that 
had been introduced in the 1840s by Madame Vestris and 
Priscilla Horton. They dressed in modified "Turkish dress," a 
short skirt and pantaloons, which revealed the ankles but never 
the full leg.9 On stage the cross-dressed woman was titillating 
rather than dangerous, until the twentieth century when 
Marlene Dietrich's extraordinary chanteuse gave new meaning 
to an old role. Recent theatrical revivals of the male 
impersonator have been highly self-reflexive and parodic, 
depending in part upon an audience's visual knowledge of old 
films; their appeal has yet to go beyond a primarily lesbian 
audience. 
In our more sexually explicit culture it is difficult to 
understand the extraordinary popularity of transvestism among 
all levels of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century society. 
The enjoyment of cross-dressing depended upon the audience's 
7For the formulation of visual versus situational comedy I 
am indebted to Arny Christina Straayer's unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, "Sexual Subjects: Signification, Viewership, and 
Pleasure in • Film and Video" (Northwestern, 1989). See 
especially chapter 6, "Redressing the 'Natural:' The Temporary 
Transvestite Film." 
8Roger Baker, Drag: A History of Female Impersonation on 
the Stage (London: Triton, 1968), 138. 
9Kathy Fletcher, "Planche, Westris and the Transvestite 
Role: Sexuality and Gender in Victorian Popular Theatre," 
Nineteenth Century Theatre 15: 1 (Summer 1987): 9-33. 
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active participation in, or even collusion with, the actress or 
writer. This erotic enjoyment was more complicated than the 
critical commonplace about male pleasure in viewing women in 
tights or trousers would indicate. The androgynous possibilities 
of the boy was the most attractive feature of the late Victorian 
woman cross-dresser, as if to deny - or postpone - the 
hegemonic driven sexuality of the "male beast." She/he moved 
freely through all levels of society, erotic without being 
dangerously sexual, seemingly vulnerable, and yet untouchable. 
In effect, the beautiful woman in disguise was both the sight 
and site of pleasure. 
Throughout the nineteenth century English middle-class 
audiences watched women pJay men's roles in pantomime, 
burlesque, and its close relative, the extravaganza - all genres 
that blur gender distinctions through fantasy. The plot of 
English pantomime remained essentially unchanged from 1750 
until 1870. The opening section grafts the elements of 
melodrama onto a fantasy loosely based upon a traditional folk 
tale, such as Puss in Boots, Jack and the Beanstalk, Aladdin or 
Dick Wittington. The selfish father plans to marry his daughter 
to a rich, ugly,· or foolish man, whereas she wishes to marry 
the poor but honest hero. The hero and heroine escape the 
clutches of her father or a villain using a bat, sword, or lamp -
all obvious phallic symbols - given to the hero by a good fairy. 
Through carelessness, the hero loses the bat, and then regains 
it. At one juncture the main characters are transformed into 
Harlequin and Columbine, to be chased by the elderly Pantaloon 
(the father-figure) and his assistant, Clown. After a series of 
roustabout adventures, a grand finale, often with a cast of 
hundreds, celebrates the impending marriage of the happy 
couple, now reunited with both the chastened father and the 
boy's mother.10 The pantomime is the only one of my 
10See David Mayer, Harlequin in his Element (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1969) for a discussion of the heyday 
of traditional pantomime, featuring the brilliant clown, Grimaldi. 
Mayer argues that Grimaldi's extraordinary abilities as a clown 
froze pantomime for many years into an entertainment that 
emphasized acrobatic display, and that after his retirement the 
Harlequin scenes were gradually cut back until they 
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examples with a conventional happy ending - the marriage 
plot brings closure, marked by the entry of the liminal boy into 
active sexuality and maturity, symbolized by his engagement 
·and the defeat of the 
The first successful casting of a woman as the principal 
boy in a pantomime did not occur until 1831; after the 
transformation scene, she did not play Harlequin, but instead 
a trained male acrobat took over. In the 1840s Madame Vestris 
perfected a genteel "principal boy" accompanied by a troop of 
beautiful damsels dressed in fantastic military regalia or 
Oriental costume for her extravaganzas. Madame Vestris gave 
family men permission to look at female legs without moral 
risk, for she and the other actresses never made any pretence 
of looking like men - or even risque women.11 But by the 
1870s the acrobatic harlequinade had been severely curtailed, 
and the opening section had taken over. The principal boy 
became as the chief delight of the evening; her shapely full 
form in fleshlings accentuated the gender of the player, without 
adding years to the boyish hero. By the 1890s, when 
pantomimes were written to highlight the talents of leading 
music-hall stars, the male dame was the central figure, 
delighting the audience in double entendres and visual comedy 
much as Clown had done nearly a hundred years earlier. 12 
David Mayer, in a psychoanalytic reading of 
pantomime, argues that casting a woman as the hero defuses 
fears of castration.13 But the gift of the bat, received twice 
disappeared altogether at the end of the century. 
11 Fletcher, "Planche," 9-33. 
12 Edwin M. Eigner discusses this shift as part of the gradual 
decline of the harlequinade, which had privileged the Clown, 
chief assistant to Pantaloon, the father-figure. See his "Imps, 
Dames and Principal Boys: Gender Confusion in the Nineteenth­
Century Pantomime," Browning Institute Studies 17 ( 1989): 
65-74.
13"The Sexuality of Pantomime," Theatre Quarterly 4 
(1974): 55-65. 
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from a fairy, also symbolized the dependency of the young man 
upon special, female powers in order to win the heroine. 
Nevertheless, the plot was also reassuring to men in the 
audience: by the late nineteenth century, when the male dame 
had became the chief source of erotic anarchy, her/his phallic 
power implicitly removed sexual responsibility from the young 
man/principal boy. Women, on the other hand, could enjoy the 
power of the fairy and the vulnerability of the principal boy. 
They saw that men, especially husbands-to-be, were not really 
as confident as they might seem, nor fathers so terrifying, 
when forced into a bumbling chase. 
By placing the action in fairy-land possible audience 
discomfort about the courtship between the female principal 
boy and the heroine could be avoided. The labour of wooing is 
obviated, for love is always instantaneous and unproblematic. 
Instead, cheerful comedy and silly rhymes mark pantomime 
courtship, as when Aladdin, on first seeing the Princess 
declares, "I should say/Here I behold the future Mrs. A." When 
they meet, the Princess reveals that she had spied Aladdin 
hiding in a pillar box, and declares, "Ah! You and I have met 
before, I think;'/1 don't forget a something like a wink. "14 This 
same off-hand attitude toward love-making is even more 
marked in a later pantomime, Arthur Collins' The Sleeping 
Beauty and the Beast ( 1900). The principal boy does not 
appear until the fifth scene; his only action is to follow a good 
fairy to the Palace of Sleep, where in a tableau, he kisses the 
Princess awake. Centre stage is given to the dame and "her" 
wife, while the interesting female roles are given to the fairies 
and witches. The first scene, for example, closes with the 
witch sighing, "These yearly fights I never seem to gain, And 
Virtue's very strong in Drury Lane. "15 
14Edward Litt Leman Blanchard, Aladdin or Harlequin and 
the Wonderful Lamp (1874), in English Plays of the Nineteenth 
Century: Pantomimes, Extravaganzas and Burlesques, Michael 
R. Booth, ed., (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), V, 347,362.
This is the only modern edition of one of five versions of
Aladdin written by Blanchard.
15 Reprinted in Booth, English Plays, 388. 
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In pantomime com.ic by-play dominates the romantic 
plot, for mishaps are relatively few and the lovers' success 
guaranteed. But only in traditional fantasy could the marriage 
plot thrive, for in other fin-de-siecle transvestite performances 
do not envision happy endings. While the angry father becomes 
increasingly irrelevant, the principal boy does not successfully 
woo, much less win, the heroine, nor is he protected by a good 
fairy. His mother, the dame, looms more often as an enemy 
than an ally, and failure seems to dog his heels. No fairy 
godmothers come to save the boy, who either loses his way or 
seeks it alone. Yet this unsuccessful principal boy became an 
idealized erotic object, or a subject for imitation, by and for 
hetero_sexual and homosexual women. 
The Music Hall: Swells Without Lovers 
Throughout Victoria's reign the pantomime was family 
entertainment, but the music hall was rooted in men's supper 
clubs, where drink and sexual jollity ruled. In the early days 
participation was at the heart of the entertainment, with the 
audience joining in the singing of the chorus, baiting the 
chairman and calling out to waiters for more drink. Women 
performers in the 1860s and 70s were noted for their ability to 
parry jibes with a drunken audience and their power in belting 
out a song. Unmarried clerks, skilled laborers, and salesmen 
attended night after night, so it is not surprising that one of the 
most popular male singers was the swell, with his dedication 
to fashion, drink, and nights on the town. Class envy, pride, 
and satire jostled with sexual hints and broad asides. From the 
moment that George Leybourne sang the hit "Champagne 
Charlie" in 1868 male impersonators were parodying the upper-
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class swell. 16 He remained their single most popular 
character. 
Laurence Senelick argues that in America the early male 
impersonators were as rowdy as the 11 toffs 11 they imitated, but 
that by the 1880s standards of respectability narrowed the 
kinds of men portrayed on the vaudeville stage.17 Male 
impersonators then created mini-dramas about young clerks on 
holiday or poor waifs starving on the streets.18 Vesta Tilley 
( 1864-1952), Ella Shields and Hetty King, whose careers 
peaked at the end of the century, were highly successful in 
their portrayal of insouciant boys and aspiring swells; all 
regularly played the principal boy in Christmas panto.19 Tilley,
the epitome of the new respectability, brought young women 
16See Peter Bailey, "Champagne Charlie: Performance and 
Ideology in the Music-Hall Swell Song, 11 Music Hall: Perfor­
mance and Style, J. S. Bratton, ed., (Milton Keynes: Open 
University Press, 1986), 63-69. Bailey points out Leybourne 
brandished II a bottle fitted with a device that exploded the cork 
to order, a final ejaculatory flourish whose significance I leave 
to the critical imagination of the reader," 63. 
17Laurence Senelick, "The Evolution of the Male 
Impersonator on the Nineteenth Century Popular Stage, 11 
Essays in Theatre 1 (1983): 38. 
18J. S. Bratton traces Jenny Hill's shift from raucous 
defense of the working-class version of the swell, 11' Arry, 11 to 
her more pathetic, but still subtly subversive newsboys. See 
her II Jenny Hill: Sex and Sexism in Victorian Music Hall, 11 in 
Bratton, Music Hall, 92-110. 
19George Bernard Shaw felt that the principal boy retained 
too much of the male impersonator in her, complaining that he 
could not understand why she was "expected to be more 
vulgar than the principal girl, when she does not want to, and 
when there is not the slightest reason to suppose that anyone 
else want her to." See his review of an 1897 Drury Lane 
production of Aladdin, reprinted in Our Theatres in the Nineties 
(London: Constable, 1932), 111, 24. 
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and families into the halls. As she proudly claimed, "I made a 
point of cutting out the questionable lines, and I think this had 
a great deal to do with my success. "20 She became the most 
famous male impersonator on the English stage, and was 
especially known for her perfect dress and accurate imitation 
of a man's stride. Her soprano voice only underscored the 
disjunction between appearance and sex. 
Vesta Tilley's young men flirt and spoon, but rarely get 
their girl. Many of her most popular songs were about the 
social difficulties of a young unmarried man who wished to 
attract the girls. Women, and especially working women are 
portrayed as hard to get, too independent, and likely to con a 
man.21 
Oh the girls are the ruin of man, 
Since the days of Eve and Adam, 
Nice little things, want little rings, 
Want little diamonds and pearls. 
Oh the girls are the ruin of man, 
To change a Miss into a Madam, 
Isn't it funny, we spend all our money, 
Just for the sake of the girls._22 
20Lady De Frece [Vesta Tilley], Recollections of Vesta Tilley 
(London: Hutchinson, 1934), 1 24. 
21 Jane Traies outlines these characteristics in "Jones and 
the Working Girl: Class Marginality in Music-Hall Song, 1850-
1900," in Bratton, Music Hall, 23-48. 
22Chorus to "By the Sad Sea Waves," Lady de Frece, Vesta 
Tilley, 133. Several other Tilley songs echo the theme of deceit 
and distrust of women. For example, "By the Sad Sea Waves," 
concludes: 
From the sad sea waves, back to business in the 
morning, 
From the sad sea waves, to his fifteen bob a week, 
Into a cook shop he goes dashing; 
Who should bring his plate of 'hash' in? 
But the girl he had been mashing, . 
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Another of her songs ended with a chorus reminding the girls 
in the audience, "Don't flirt with so many swells, Stick to one 
as you should, you should." Beneath Tilley's relentlessly 
cheerful. songs was a deep sense of male vulnerability. While 
the pantomime ended in sexual union and reconciliation, the 
male impersonator's song ended in frustration; money spent on 
stylish clothes and girls do not bring happiness. Marriage 
proves to be an impossible goal, and male camaraderie 
becomes the only reliable bond in life. Her young man lacks the 
principal boy's helpful fairy godmother; the underlying 
poignancy of Tilley' s vignettes is the absent mother, which 
made her seem so boy-like to the men and so attractive to the 
women in the audience. 
Vesta Tilley's keenest admirers were women, whom 
she described in her autobiography: 
Girls of all ages would wait in crowds to see 
me enter or leave the theatre, and each post 
brought piles of letters, varying from an 
impassioned declaration of undying love to a 
request for an autograph, or a photograph, or 
a simple flower, or a piece of ribbon I had 
worn .... I still have a letter from a middle­
aged woman who was a cook, in which she 
told me how very much she admired me, and 
what a dear little boy I made, and proceeded to 
assure me that it would give her the very 
greatest happiness to serve me. If I ever were 
ill and wanted special nursing, or wanted 
someone to look after me, I had only to let her 
know.23
For modern interpreters, female admiration of a male 
impersonator can only be suppressed lesbian desire. Colin 
Macinnes uneasily comments that Tilley appealed to the girls 
in the audience with the chorus line, " ... if you'd like to love 
By the sad sea waves. 
23DeFrece, Tilley, 233, 235. 
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a soldier, you can all love me!" He found ". . . something 
slightly equivocal about this number. "24 Macinnes does not 
see youthful beauty and vulnerability as an attractive ideal of 
heterosexual maleness for women because he never forgets 
Tilley's true sex. More recent feminist critics have defined the 
admiration of fans as the worship of an Adonis image, the 
sexually androgynous image of an unthreatening, beautiful 
youth. 25 
But by the 1890s the beautiful youth was a complex 
image. An active male homosexual subculture gave a rather 
different look to sexual desire; while probably unacknowledged 
in the highly respectable circles in which Tilley travelled, some 
men in the audience would have recognized her creations as 
attractive boys. Her repertoire included not only the fashionable 
swell, but also messenger boys, midshipmen and enlisted 
soldiers - all well-known "trade" for Oscar Wilde and other 
homosexuals.26 Moreover, the effeminate swell had always 
been a target of male impersonators, who continued a long 
tradition of identifying the upper-class dandy as sexually 
suspect. Tilley' s ribald predecessors had all poked fun at her 
"midnight sons". and "Piccadilly Algies," noting both their "lah-
24Quoted by Elaine Aston, "Male Impersonation in the Music 
Hall: The Case of Vesta Tilley," New Theatre Quarterly 4 
(August 1988): 255. 
25Aston, !'Male Impersonation," 255. 
26See Richard Ellman's section "Disgrace" in his biography, 
Oscar Wilde (New York: Vintage, 1988), 435-524. See also 
Jeffrey Weeks, "Inverts, Perverts, and Mary-Annes: Male 
Prostitution and the Regulation of Homosexuality in England in 
the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries," in Hidden From 
History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, Martin 
Duberman, Martha Vicinus and George Chauncey, Jr., eds., 
(New York: New American Library, 1989), 195-211. 
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di-dah" manners and their preference for drinking with the boys
to courting the girls. 27 
We have yet to acknowledge the allure of the beautiful 
boy for both homosexual and heterosexual woman. 28 While 
some women, like the cook, may have wanted to mother her, 
I believe that many women admired Vesta Tilley because she 
represented that fleeting moment of youth so celebrated in 
Greek love. While women have generally been seen as seeking 
permanent love, perhaps Tilley enabled them to imagine a 
transitory moment that did not involve experience or 
consequences, but rather could remain a fantasy of evanescent 
beauty. The women who sought an autograph, a flower, or 
some other small token from their favourite performer were 
privileging not the maternal phallus of Freud's clinical fetishism, 
but rather a phallus-free masculininity. Sarah Kofman, a 
Freudian, has argued that " ... what is pertinent to women in 
fetishism is the paradigm of undecidability that it offers. "29 By 
keeping Tilley's gendered appearance, and eliding her sex, 
women fans could safely foreground their sexual desire without 
the possible consequences of active heterosexuality. Tilley' s 
sexual undecidability was the main source of her attractiveness 
to women. 
Theatre's transvestites taunted patriarchy. Principal 
boys, transformed by fairy godmothers, successfully foiled 
predatory father-figures or witches. Courting youths retaliated 
against paternal authority with sarcasm and parody. As Elaine 
Aston has pointed out, when Vesta Tilley sang, "How many 
27See Bailey, Music Hall, 64-65 for a discussion of Nelly 
Power's career parodying George Leybourne. 
28An important exception to this generalization is Suzanne 
Moore's discussion of male models in contemporary 
advertisements in "Here's Looking at You, Kid!" The Female 
Gaze: Women as Viewers of Popular Culture, Lorraine Gamman 
and Margaret Marshment, eds., (Seattle: Real Comet Press, 
1989), 44-59. 
29 1 quote Naomi Schor's paraphrase in "Female Fetishism: 
The Case of George Sand," Poetics Today 6 ( 1985): 306. 
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'lemonades' we had - my word!/I really couldn't tell/At two 
a.m. pa started off for home, like this,!And so did I!" she used
her androgynous appearance as a satirical weapon. The
audience heard the mischievous tune and saw a pubescent boy
walking off stage exaggerating the father's angry gestures.30 
The male impersonator does not invert the male order; rather,
she disrupts that order and calls attention to all that remains
unsatisfied, repressed, incomprehensible, or disturbing. As Julia
Kristeva has said, when women attempt male power, they do
not overturn male hierarchy, but rather, they bring it into
question. 31 
The Heavenly Twins: The New Woman 
If we turn to the most famous feminist novel of this 
generation, the androgynous man is represented as an ideal for 
heterosexual feminists. The Heavenly Twins ( 1893) was a 
scandalous best-seller that catapulted its unknown author into 
fame and fortune. The reading public read with fascination 
Grand's candid account of the horrors of male vice. The 
educated Evadne refuses to consummate her marriage with a 
roue military officer and survives, just, to m�rry a good doctor. 
The ignorant Edith, on the other hand, believes she can save a 
fallen man, and herself falls into syphilitic dementia with 
astonishing speed. The third plot, about the twins, Angelica 
and her brother Diavolo, was praised for its moral truths and 
impish humour. Feminist literary critics of our time have largely 
ignored these tedious pranksters for the more 'modern' plight 
of the educated woman without purpose and the authorial 
diatribes against female sexual ignorance. 
Contemporaries, however, were especially taken with 
a portion of the novel labelled "An Interlude," in which a 
mysterious, handsome man arrives in town to become the 
30Ouoted in Aston, "Male Impersonation," 252. 
31 Lorraine Gamman, "Watching the Detectives: The Enigma 
of the Female Gaze," The Female Gaze, 17. 
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cathedral's tenor.32 He falls in love with Angelica, who sits in 
the front row, admiring him at every service; the class 
difference between them seems too great to bridge, but the 
Tenor is solaced nights by the presence of Angelica's twin 
brother, who teases him relentlessly about his love. The Boy, 
as he is dubbed, accompanies the Tenor brilliantly on the violin 
and then consumes expensive food and fine wine. One evening 
while out rowing on the river, their boat capsizes, the Tenor 
saves the Boy, who turns out to be Angelica in disguise. Both 
are humiliated and part in sorrow. The Tenor catches 
pneumonia and dies, and Angelica returns to her elderly, kind 
husband; she is last seen writing his parliamentary speeches. 
We first meet the Boy· after midnight, watching a "lady 
of mercy " save a prostitute on the market square. As a young 
man Angelica can safely see what is concealed from 
respectable women. The female transvestite becomes a 
flaneuse - the observer rather than the observed - one who 
can see all, record all and yet remain detached from the 
passing scene. No wonder the seaside dandy was so popular 
a type among male impersonators for he was the archetypal 
flaneur in his determined promenade along the shore, ogling the 
girls, waiting to be seen, yet never acting. Not surprisingly, the 
Boy appears one night in a " ... spotless flannel boating suit, 
with a silk handkerchief of many colours, knotted picturesquely 
round his neck. "33 
32The reviewer in the Quarterly Review tempered his 
diatribe against The Heavenly Twins long enough to praise "its 
single artistic episode, the friendship of the Tenor and the 
supposed Boy." As offended as he was by Grand' s frank 
discussion of venereal disease, her strong-minded women and 
tirades against the male order, he praised this section as the 
only one containing true sentiment. Of course, a middle-class 
theatre audience always preferred sentimental love over sexual 
conquest, so his praise is not surprising after a century of 
extravaganzas and pantomimes. See "The Strike of A Sex," 
Quarterly Review 179 (1894): 295. 
33Grand, Heavenly Twins, 378. 
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The transvestite's power to look contains a paradox: 
like the flaneur, women look in order to be seen. The Boy 
demands to be seen, "Like my new suit, lsrafil?" He laughs 
heartily when told "It looks as if you'd got it for private 
theatricals, and taken great care of it. "34 The opening scene 
on the market square is seen through the eyes of the Tenor; 
the point of view shifts to him for all important events involving 
the Boy. Male clothing liberated not only a woman's body, but 
also her other senses, all of which Angelica uses to draw 
attention to herself. The Boy is so full of "superfluous life and 
energy" that he/she " ... jumped over the chairs instead of 
walking round them, and performed an occasional pas seul, or 
pirouette, in various parts of the room, " ... behaviour which 
the Tenor "humours" "good-naturedly. "35 In L 'Aiglon the huge 
cast of fifty, including numerous Austrian spies with fewer than 
a dozen lines, spends much of its time standing around, 
watching every move of the beautiful Duke of Reichstadt, 
played by Sarah Bernhardt. These very feminine cross-dressers 
make themselves seen as a subject of contemplation within the 
male scopic field: the subject poses as an object in order to be 
a subject. They· are actively making themselves seen; through 
a kind of masquerade they disrupt the active= male and 
passive= female dichotomy. 36 
Angelica assumes that her suit and wig give her 
protection, that they are an assertion of autonomy, of bodily 
self-containment in the face of threats of invasion, whether 
visual or physical. Disguise enables her to deny the patriarchal 
insistence that a woman is always already her body. So strong 
is her need to deny her heterosexuality that even after being 
discovered, she still finds freedom only dressed in Diavolo's 
clothes: 
34Grand, Heavenly Twins, 418. 
35 1bid, 389. 
36This paradox is discussed in regard to contemporary 
photography by Craig Owens in "Posing," Difference: On 
Representation and Sexuality (New York: The New Museum of 
Contemporary Art, 1984), 1 7. 
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in the open air, under the stars ... she threw up 
her arms and stretched every limb in the joy of 
perfect freedom from restraint; and then with 
strong bounds she cleared the grassy space, 
dashed down a rocky step, and found herself a 
substance amongst the shadows out in the 
murmuring woods.37 
Yet Angelica's expectation of asexual neutrality proves false 
from the very beginning, for the Boy is accosted by a prostitute 
on his first night out. He/she steps back 11• • • with an 
unmistakable gesture of disgust, . .. 11 and stumbles into the 
Tenor. Even as a young ma�, Angelica is a sexual object -
his/her choice is the delicate idealization of the Tenor or the 
flagrant admiration of the prostitute. 
Nevertheless, in the feminist fantasy of The Heavenly
Twins, Angelica is able to use her position to become a sexual 
subject. She is the silent observer of the male performer in the 
cathedral, but when she dresses as the Boy, she draws 
attention to herself and mocks the Tenor's passivity. The 
aristocratic female gaze can inhabit but not disrupt the 
conservative male space of the Church, but when gendered 
male, it rules the homoerotic space of the Tenor's lodgings.38 
In both situations Angelica actively courts the Tenor's gaze; 
indeed, when their eyes meet for the first time, he falters and 
commits a musical error. The Boy's unannounced visits and 
erratic hours keep the captivated Tenor constantly on the look­
out. His life turns on seeing either Angelica or the Boy, while 
she writes the script of their drama by whatever she wears. 
Like Rosalind's teasing of Orlando, the Boy's chafing of the 
Tenor for his silent love is not to test that love, which is never 
in question, but rather is a form of erotic foreplay, or as 
37Grand, Heavenly Twins, 530. 
38 1 am indebted here to Lorraine Gamman's fine reading of 
Cagney and Lacey in "Watching the Detectives: The Enigma of 
the Female Gaze," The Female Gaze, 15-17. 
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Stephen Greenblatt has said about Shakespeare's comedy, it 
is a symbolic enactment of their mutual desire. 39 
This desire, so graphically expressed in metaphors of 
music and food, is overtly homoerotic. We have a militantly 
pro-marriage feminist who can only imagine a utopian world of 
male-female relations in terms of the burgeoning homosexual 
world around her. Had Sarah Grand known any homosexuals? 
She may have heard rumors of despised men in the barracks 
when she lived with her husband, a military doctor. How much 
did he teach her, besides the etiology of venereal disease? In 
1890 when Grand left her husband and took her pseudonym 
she covered her declasse origins and constructed a public 
persona of serene feminine rectitude. Whatever personal 
knowledge she may have had in regard to male homosexuality 
was scarcely likely to be made public in the years surrounding 
the Wilde trial. 
Yet the beautiful choir boy was a cliche among 
homosexuals by the 1890s - and the Boy's " ... pleasure in 
the Tenor's beauty never tired. "40 The Tenor treats the Boy 
in a fashion recognized by every pedophile - he permits him 
to define the parameters of their relation, indulges him in 
everything he demands, and yet hopes to teach him a higher 
and more moral life.41 lrigaray has pointed to the supremacy 
of touch for the woman, but it is the Tenor who constantly 
wishes to touch the Boy, "You put that remarkable head of 
yours under my hand, and then growl at me for touching it. 
39"Fiction and Friction," Shakespearean Negotiations: The 
Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1988), 90. 
40Grand, Heavenly Twins, 424. 
41 These characteristics are described by Edward 
Brongersma, "Boy-Lovers and Their Influence on Boys: 
Distorted Research and Anecdotal Observations," Journal of 
Homosexuality 20 ( 1990): 145-71. This is from a special 
double issue on male intergenerational intimacy. 
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And really it is a temptation. "42 Until at least the eighteenth, 
and some would argue into the nineteenth century, boys had 
been permitted, even encouraged, in a period of sexual 
passivity. This allowed o_lder men and women to initiate them 
into sexual experience. The tradition of taking a young son to 
a brothel to be taught by an older woman has a long and hoary 
tradition; Greek love, of course, was based upon a pedagogic 
ideal. 43 
In this woman-authored work, however, the Boy is 
permitted to insist "irritably" to the Tenor one moonlit night on 
the river: 
I take my pleasures daintily, and this scene satisfies me 
heart and soul . . . the calm human fellowship, the 
brotherly love undisturbed by a single violent emotion, 
which is the perfection of social intercourse to me. I 
say the scene is hallowed, and I'll have no sex in my 
paradise. 44 
Grand knows . more than Angelica here: a few nights later 
emotions erupt metaphorically with the capsizing of their boat. 
By this juncture, the Tenor's passion for Angelica has been so 
effectively displaced to the Boy that homoeroticism covers the 
intended hetero-eroticism. Heterosexuality is marginalized to 
descriptive gestures. The Boy is afraid of being surprised, afraid 
of mice, cannot swim, loves flowers - all characteristics that 
42Grand, Heavenly Twins, 405. See Luce lrigaray, "This Sex 
Which is Not One," trans. Claudia Reeder, New French 
Feminisms, eds. Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivon (New 
York: Schocken, 1980), 1 Off. 
43 Randolph Trumbach discusses the gradual rejection of this 
initiation period in England and attributes it to the rise of the 
affective, egalitarian family. See his essay, "Gender and the 
Homosexual Role in Modern Western Culture: The Eighteenth 
. and Nineteenth Centuries Compared," Homosexuality, Which 
Homosexuality? (London: GMP Press, 1989), 150-55. 
44Grand, Heavenly Twins, 423. 
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remind the reader that he is she, but also reinforce the erotic 
vulnerability of a liminal male adolescent. Grand, like Vesta 
Tilley's many admirers, found the yielding, beautiful young man 
far more attractive than any available model of masculinity. 
Female erotic pleasure is defined in terms of the beautiful, 
androgynous youth. 45 
Grand's interlude rewrites the heterosexual marriage 
plot and reaches a deeply pessimistic conclusion. She seems to 
be saying that the principal boy would be best off living with 
a fairy godmother and ignoring both the phallic mother and the 
unattainable girl. At first it appears that the patriarchal father 
has been banished from the stage - the Tenor and the Boy are 
creatures of the night, living only in the half-light of gas and 
fire, without kin or friends. The Boy has successfully turned his 
love object into a surrogate mother; further sexual union is 
expressly denied. But after the Boy's unmasking, Angelica 
returns to her kindly older husband. Father-figures turn out to 
be necessary for women until the feminist revolution. Outside 
the Interlude, the villain is Society, which permits syphilitic men 
to marry innocent girls; mad Edith and her "speckled toad" of 
a son had driven Angelica into marriage with a man she does 
not love. Divorce never penetrates the Interlude - Angelica is 
restored to her rightful place as wife, chastened by the deathly 
outcome of her foray into self-expression. She gains a 
protective husband, but loses sexual pleasure.46 
45Suzanne Moore quotes Rosalind Coward, "One of the 
major consequences of men's refusal to be the desired sex, 
however, is that even women have difficulty in finding them 
attractive. There's a sort of failure of will at the heart of 
heterosexual desire." She goes on to comment that advertisers 
have recently recognized this, and begun to project images of 
soft, passive men -- and inevitably these attractive figures 
appeal to gay men and heterosexual women. See The Female 
Gaze, 46-4 7. 
46Contemporary male critics found Angelica's sexual purity 
in the face of the Tenor's love a bit of a joke. F. W. Barry in 
"The Strike of a Sex," Quarterly Review 179 ( 1894): 300, 
comments: "This unimpeachable Mignon, who breaks bounds 
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Sarah Bernhardt's Effeminate Heroes 
Sarah Bernhardt's name filled theatres of the late 
nineteenth century when she played men who had ". . . a 
strong mind in a weak body. "47 They were an opportunity to 
augment her repertoire at a time when most actresses retired 
or took supporting roles. Although her interpretations, and 
choice of plays, were controversial, Bernhardt expanded the 
emotional range of transvestite actress. She was utterly 
convinced that only an older woman - she was in her fifties 
when she played her most famous travesti roles - could play 
the thought-wracked young men she specialized in. Her best­
known roles were "the Florentine Hamlet" the melodramatic, 
demented Lorenzo in Alfred de Musset' s Lorenzaccio ( 1897), 
her self-consdously light-hearted "black Hamlet" in 
Shakespeare's play (1899), and her popular anti-hero, the Duke 
of Reichstadt, son of Napoleon, or "white Hamlet," named after 
the colour of his uniform, in Edmond Rostand's L 'Aiglon
(1900). 
English.:.speaking critics persisted in literalizing 
Bernhardt's performances; for them, successful cross-dressing 
could only be comedy. Writing for an American audience, the 
feminist Elizabeth Robins declared that she had gone to see 
Sarah Bernhardt play Hamlet in good faith, for "I had no idea 
that I was about to be convinced that women cannot 'do' 
at night and dares the police and the perils of a Cathedral 
close, bears no small resemblance to Dodo, with virtue added. 
Would not so flighty a temper, trained by itself to Epicurean 
notions of the Highest Good, often leave out the virtue, as an 
ingredient which spoils the cup of pleasantness?" 
47The critical response to Bernhardt's numerous travesti 
roles -- nine in the first thirty-two years of her career, and 
eighteen in the last twenty-seven -- are recounted in many 
biographies. The best summary is Gerda Taranow, Sarah
Bernhardt: The Art Within the Legend (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1972), 210-27. Bernhardt's description of her 
three Hamlets as strong minds in weak bodies comes from her 
L 'Art du theatre. 
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men's parts." She adds, "Naturally, in the scene with Ophelia, 
more than in any other, the sense that Hamlet is not a man 
interfered with the illusion, ... " and concludes, " ... there will 
be those, even among Madame Bernhardt's warm admirers, 
who will feel that, in this version of Hamlet, the great tragedy 
has been drained of its dignity, as well as robbed of its 
mysterious charm. "48 It is a devastating criticism from one of 
the leading lbsenite actresses of her generation. But her 
comments highlight two different expectations for drama: 
Robins was the champion of the new realism, in which a quiet 
style of acting foregrounded the playwright's words and ideas, 
whereas Bernhardt belonged to an older generation that 
emphasized the artificiality and "poetic enthusiasm " of the 
theatre. 
Bernhardt's tragedies included a crucial twist in the 
pantomime plot. Her men cannot act because they have been 
betrayed by their mothers - Gertrude has married the murderer 
of her husband, Reichstadt's mother is materialistic and self­
centred; Lorenzo de Medicis' mother wishes to avoid her son 
at all costs, an9 admits that " ... like a noxious vapour, the 
defilement of his heart has mounted to his face. "49 All three 
men are hopeless lovers, either debauching women off-stage, 
or spurning them or failing to fulfil their sexual promises. 
Obviously this meant that Bernhardt could largely avoid the 
awkwardness of a love scene, while underscoring their sexual 
48 "0n Seeing Madame Bernhardt's Hamlet," North American 
Review 171 (December 1900): 910,916,919. 
49Alfred de Musset, Lorenzaccio in The Complete Writings 
of Alfred de Musset, trans. Edmund Burke Thompson (New 
York: privately printed, 1905), IV:37. Bernhardt shortened and 
altered the ending of the play, so that it ends with the immoral 
anti-hero Lorenzo's assassination of the Duke of Florence and 
a call for republican liberty. De Musset's pessimistic ending 
concludes with the death of Lorenzo and the reestablishment 
of tyranny. I do not have access to Bernhardt's version of the 
play. 
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immaturity. 50 Bernhardt's melodramatic acting style and 
appearance accentuated the effeminacy of the heroes, so that 
they almost became heroines. It is as if the principal boy, while 
still wearing male attire, had switched roles with the heroine, 
and sought comfort not in marriage, but at the feet of the 
phallic dame, represented by the selfish mothers. 
Her "Hamlets" are cursed with both the loss of 
maternal influence and an excess of paternal power. The 
combination leaves them weak and cowardly. Lorenzo, for 
example, faints at the sight of a sword - the very instrument 
that gives the principal boy masculine powers. While obsessed 
with their lost fathers, Bemhardt's heroes are forced to 
contend with dominant step-fathers - Claudio, the Duke of 
Florence and Metternich dominate the plots. In order to defeat 
these command.ing men, her Hamlets must resort to feminine 
wiles, deception and play-acting. For many seeing Bernhardt 
play, these heroes raised awkward questions about not only 
the impotence and folly of masculine heroism, but also about 
feminine plotting. The defensive laughter of some male critics 
may have been their discomfort at seeing the deception and 
artifice practised by a feminized hero. 51 
A single incident from Rostand's l 'Aiglon points to why 
lessons accepted under the guise of fantasy could become 
uncomfortably disturbing in tragedy. In pantomime the 
audience might accept the necessity of a female helper, such 
as the good fairy, but in tragedy such a figure underscored the 
cowardice of the hero. During a masquerade loyal French 
50Her Pel leas in Pelleas and Melisande ( 1904) was more 
acceptable because of the dream-like quality of the play made 
courtship both more romantic and less offensive to the prudish 
English. See Elaine Aston, Sarah Bernhardt: A French Actress 
on the English Stage (Oxford: Berg, 1989), 124-26. 
51 Max Beerbohm and George Bernard Shaw, young men 
anxious to make their own names, both poked fun at 
Bernhardt's travesti roles. See the former's Around Theatres 
(London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1924), 34-37, 151-54, 331-33. 
For the latter, see Our Theatres in the Nineties (London: 
Constable, 1932). 
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patriots, led by the Contessa Camerata, effect the Duke of 
Reichstadt's escape. The forceful Contessa dresses as the 
Duke so that he - Bernhardt - may escape. She then goes to 
an assignation he has arranged with an admirer. When the 
Duke learns that the disguised Contessa is in danger of being 
murdered by a jealous brother, he refuses to flee. But the 
Duke's chivalry is undermined by the appearance of the 
Contessa, still dressed as him, declaring, "After all I've done, 
I hoped/At least to find that you had gone!"52 As if to confirm 
feminine power, the would-be assassin declares, "'I didn't 
know/The Corsican's brat wa_s such a fighter!'" and when he 
learns the identity of his adversary, he exclaims, "'This 
woman's a Napoleon!'"53 An actress in the role of a woman 
dressed as a man has the courage of a Napoleon, while an 
actress in the role of a man personifies effeminate inaction. 
But I want to argue for the erotic attraction of the 
ineffectual male hero, even when examples of female heroism 
seem so much more powerful. All of the rewritings of the 
pantomime plot by the women I have selected - Bernhardt, 
Vesta Tilley and Sarah Grand - insist upon the sexual 
attractiveness of the unsuccessful man, of he who cannot fulfil 
the conventional masculine role, despite help from a fairy 
godmother. Like Vesta Tilley, Bernhardt had fans who idolized 
her. On one occasion she agreed to meet with a French girl 
who had refused to consider any of the presentable young men 
her parents introduced her to because none looked like the 
Duke of Reischstadt. 54 Vesta Tilley in her autobiography 
52Edmond Rostand, l 'Aiglon, trans. Basil Davenport (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1927), 287. Rostand wrote the 
play specifically for Bernhardt, after her success as 
Shakespeare's Hamlet. 
53Rostand, 285-86. 
54May Agate, Madame Sarah (London: Home and Van Thal, 
1945), 124. 
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recounts a similar incident. 55 The man-without-a-phallus 
provides a fuller range of erotic pleasure than any gender­
determinate relationship. Cross-dressing permitted sexual play, 
role reversals, gender instability, and a powerful critique of 
heterosexual romance. 
Constructing Lesbian Desire 
But what of the growing number of women who loved 
other women? Did they see themselves in travesti, as a 
Bernhardt hero, or a male impersonator, or as either the Boy or 
the Tenor? I have already discussed the attraction of the 
androgynous boy to heterosexual women. His attraction to 
lesbians is both more and less obvious. While we have no 
record of what homosexual women thought of Vesta Tilley, 
Bernhardt was a favourite among the growing coterie of fin-de­
siecle Paris lesbians. Natalie Barney addressed a poem to 
Bernhardt after seeing her in L 'Aiglon. The courtesan, Liane de 
Pougy, publish�d a roman a clef, L 'ldylle saphique, in 1901 
describing her tumultuous affair with the young Natalie. The 
two main characters watch Bernhardt play Hamlet. Rather than 
fall in love with the passive male hero, they see themselves in 
him. The Natalie-figure identifies the plight of women with 
Hamlet's impotent rage against tyranny, "For what is there for 
women who feel the passion for action when pitiless Destiny 
hold them in chains? Destiny made us women at a time when 
the law of men is the only law that is recognized. "56 
55Tilley, 234-35. When she showed herself in post­
performance disarray to the admirer, the woman replied "I 
know you have only made yourself look like that on purpose, 
and I love.the real you more than ever!" For this member of the 
audience, "the real you" was a male impersonator, not a short, 
thin-lipped and aging woman. 
56Quoted in George Wickes, The Amazon of Letters: The 
Life and Loves of Natalie Barney (New York: Putnam, 1976), 
40. Barney's sonnet to Bernhardt was published in 1900 in
Ouelques Portraits-Sonnets de femmes, a book that her father
immediately suppressed. See 45-46.
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Bernhardt appears to have been recuperated by a later 
generation of male homosexuals as high camp. In the 1930s 
the lead role in L 'Aiglon was taken over by a well-known male 
homosexual, Jean Weber. 57 Weber was proud of his ability to 
play roles that had previously been exclusively travesti parts. 
He also continued the tradition of exaggerated emotionalism 
and gender ambiguity in his portrayal of the Duke of 
Reichstadt, if a surviving publicity still is any guide. If Bernhardt 
looked like a principal boy, Weber looked like a dame. 
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg · has suggested that Sarah 
Grand is wooing the Tenor as a means of speaking her own 
desire for women. 58 Grand thereby displaces the phallus and 
the requirement of fixed gender identity for sexual pleasure. 
The pleasure of food, warmth, conversation, and a mother-son 
companionship repeat and subtly enlarge upon a romantic 
friendship. The entire Interlude is suffused with an unfocused 
eroticism that finally gathers to a climactic moment on, and in, 
moonlit water - all images that confirm a purely feminine 
desire writ upon Nature. The Tenor saves the Boy from 
drowning, reviving him through the heat of his own body, in a 
scene strongly reminiscent of a sexual climqx: 
. . .  he clasped the lad in his arms and pressed his 
cheek to his in a burst of grief and tenderness not to be 
controlled. He held him so for a few seconds, and it 
seemed as if in that close embrace, his whole being 
had expressed itself in love and prayer, for all at once 
he felt the Boy's limbs quiver through their clumsy 
wrappings, and then he heard him sigh. Oh, the relief 
of it! The sudden reaction made him feel sick and 
faint. 59 
57Gilles Barbedette and Michel Carassou, Paris Gay 1925 
(Paris: Presses de la Renaissance, 1981 ), 66. See also the 
illustration opposite 255. 
58 In conversation with me, March 1991. 
59Grand, Heavenly Twins, 445. 
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What looks like a form of man-boy love can be read as a 
groping toward an expression of lesbian love. In effect, Grand 
uses the stereotype of the male homosexual relationship both 
as a 'cover' and as a model for lesbian homosexuality. 
At a time when a modern lesbian culture was just 
beginning to define itself publicly, we find many borrowings 
from the contemporary gay culture. Grand's male-cover, the 
Tenor, is strongly reminiscent of the knights and pages that dot 
the plays, poems, and fictions of Natalie Barney and her lover, 
Renee Vivien. Karla Jay has pointed out that in their effort to 
construct a lesbian sexual script, both Natalie Barney and 
Renee Vivien liked to play the role of the suppliant page.60 All 
three women appear to have been strongly attracted to 
portions of the courtly love tradition, which they rewrote for 
their own ends. In the "Interlude" Grand foregrounds the 
transcendent pleasures of a mingled spiritual and erotic 
relationship that is strongly reminiscent of courtly romance. 
They all embraced the elitism of the spiritually superior and 
assumed that strong-minded women must make their own path 
in life. 
These women vigorously rejected conventional 
masculinity in any form as an ideal. Indeed, I would argue that 
the attractiveness of Bernhardt was not only in her portrayal of 
anguished young men, but also in her highly theatrical style. 
They never mistook costumes for reality, but instead used 
them as erotic embellishment of performative moments. Cross­
dressing in order to look like a man held no attraction for them 
- it should be kept to the realm of the theatrical, or be a mode
of dress that accentuated femininity, such as Bernhardt's.
Liane de Pougy, looking back on her pre-World War I days,
wrote "I shall never understand that kind of deviation: wanting
to look like a man, sacrificing feminine grace, charm and
60 The Amazon and the Page: Natalie Clifford Barney and 
Renee Vivien (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 
90-93. Her chapter on "The Religion of Love" discusses the
ways in which Barney and Vivien rewrote the tropes of courtly
love to suit their own ends. The cover illustration shows Vivien
in eighteenth-century stockings and breeches looking very
much like a thin Oscar Wilde.
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sweetness .... And cutting off one's hair when it can be a 
woman's most beautiful adornment! It's a ridiculous aberration, 
quite apart from the fact that it invites insult and scandal. "61 
Under the circumstances, it is hardly surprising that the 
effeminate page, and not an arrogant adolescent, was one ideal 
of lesbian self-expression. Barney, Vivien and their coterie took 
Bernhardt's tragic heroes and turned them into romantic 
spokespersons for lesbian love. 
Other homosexual women, however, may have 
borrowed their styles from Vesta Tilley and other male 
impersonators. Lesbians in the 191 0s and 20s were keenly 
aware. of stylistic markers as a means of identification. From a 
very early age Radclyffe Hall had refused to wear necklaces 
and the lacy dresses her mother ordered for her. She preferred 
the austere tailoring of a Vesta Tilley to the soft, roccoco 
uniforms of Bernhardt. She regularly purchased her clothes at 
a well-known theatrical costumier's. For Hall, a certain 
theatricality was almost a necessary part of being a "mannish 
lesbian," for she strongly disapproved of passing women. Only 
for her theatrical costume represented not a temporary identity, 
but instead a portrayal of her 'real' self, her inner soul. 62 
61 Liane de Pougy in My Blue Notebooks, trans. Diana Athill 
(London: Andre Deutsch, 1979), 111. She also describes 
Sarita, Bernhardt's niece: "Sarah Bernhardt tried again and 
again to tear her beloved niece away from those circles and 
those habits, she reasoned with her, she gave her an 
allowance, she took her to America, she put her into plays. 
Nothing worked. Dinner jackets and love nests, short hair and 
the style of an invert ... " 110-11. The best single essay on 
the early years of the Paris lesbian community is "Return to 
Mytilene: Renee Viven and the City of Women" in Women 
Writers and the City: Essays in Feminist Literary Criticism, 
Susan Squier, ed., (Knoxville: University of Tennesse Press, 
1984), 45-67. 
62 1 discuss this distinction in more detail in my essay, 
"'They Wonder to Which Sex I Belong:' The Historical Roots of 
the Modern Lesbian Identity," Feminist Studies 31 (Fall 1992). 
Michael Baker in Our Three Selves: The Life of Radclyffe Hall 
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Radclyffe Hall shared the elitism of other contemporary 
lesbians, as well as a sense of sexual and spiritual uniqueness 
rooted in a belief in spiritualism. But she took the comic male 
impersonator and turned him into a tragic figure, best 
represented by her heroine Stephen in Well of Loneliness 
(1928). Ironically, this femme damnee, and not the playful 
pages of Hall's rival, became the dominant image of the lesbian 
until recently. 
Middle and working-class English women who loved 
women probably did not know of these competing versions of 
the cross-dressed woman. But we do these women an injustice 
if we categorize their relatfonships as wholly cerebral. A 
number of suffragists who were also lesbians affected a 
masculine style that seems to combine the feminine touches of 
a Bernhardt ·with the forthrightness of a Vesta Tilley. 
Homosexual women may have found in this combination 
precisely the image of erotic feminized maleness that they 
sought to embody. 
As Lisa _Ticknor has pointed out, the suffrage women 
lived in a world in which the public expected to see the virtues 
and vices of femininity written on the body. Their choice of 
apparel and iconography were carefully chosen statements. 
Their upbringing had coached them to a detailed interpretation 
of physiognomy, gesture, and etiquette. 63 Many historians 
have noted the effective theatricality of suffrage marches, 
posters, and other propaganda. In their iconography the 
suffrage movement chose a sword-carrying matron - as if the 
fairy godmother did not give the principal boy his bat, but kept 
it for herself, to fight patriarchal injustice. Sarah Bernhardt 
(New York: William Morrow, 1985), 132, identifies the 
costumier, and also comments that Hall decided not to order a 
seventeenth-century Spanish grandee's coat as it would look 
"too much like fancy dress." See also pp. 21, 48 and 
elsewhere about Hall's self-conscious efforts to appear 
masculine. 
63 The Spectacle of Women: Imagery of the Suffrage 
Campaign, 1907-14 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1988), 151. 
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reappears as Joan of Arc (a role she played on numerous 
occasions), leading the suffrage marches, surrounded by a bevy 
of women dressed in pure white. 
Many suffragists wore tailored jackets, ties, and white 
collars, all of which downplayed female sexuality. For many 
men, these masculine suffragists personified all their sexual 
fears that pantomime had only partially defused. Women who 
wore clothing that mimicked male dress off stage and on the 
streets were assumed to be usurping male power. Suffragists 
were portrayed as man-hating viragoes and lesbians; if their 
political demands were met, women would become sexually 
autonomous. Men who favoured the vote seemed like 
desperate versions of the pantomime clown; in one cartoon the 
policeman cannot tell his mother from his father - and both 
have been turned into comic monsters. The anti-suffragists 
rewrote the pantomime script, turning the principal boy into a 
henpecked husband, and the dame into a ravening lesbian 
harridan; humour gave way to hysteria, and the womanly 
woman could only be saved by the intervention of paternal 
authority. The ·fantasy play of transvestite roles has been 
replaced by savage burlesque. It was, of course, a script utterly 
at odds with those created by cro�s-dressed women. 
The viciousness of the sexual attack on suffrage 
women, however, is a reminder that the positive expression of 
women's sexual desire, and specifically lesbian desire, was a 
dangerous imaginative act with potentially explosive political 
and personal consequences. But both lesbians and suffragists 
successfully recuperated the transvestite as an expression of 
sexual independence. Barney happily played the knight Hamlet 
to her courtesan lover, Liane de Pougy. Radclyffe Hall proudly 
wore her tailored jackets, ties and elegantly styled hair. A 
direct rebuke to those who insisted upon the portraying the 
suffragist as ugly and old was the well-known lesbian Edith 
Craig, the daughter of the most famous English actress of the 
Victorian era, Ellen Terry. 64 Craig had designed sets for Henry 
64For details about Craig's career, see Nina Auerbach, Ellen 
Terry: Player in her Time (New York: W. W. Norton, 1987), 
365-436 and Christine Dymkowski, "Entertaining Ideas: Edy
Craig and the Pioneer Players," in The New Woman and Her
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Irving, and went on to have a distinguished career as a director 
of avant-garde plays. During the suffrage struggle she was the 
chief organizer of the processions and spectacles that gave 
women a presence on the streets of London. All three women 
found personal happiness, successful careers, and not least, a 
sartorial elegance that spoke to their own sexual preferences. 
Sisters: Feminism and Theatre, 1850-1914, Vivien Gardner and 
Susan Rutherford, eds., (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1922), 221-33. 
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cross-dressing at the turn of the last century. Clothing, as 
cultural critics have increasingly become aware, is a charged 
semiotic tield in which notions of gender are habitually defined, 
translated, commodicized, fetishized, and overtly published. 
Cross-dressing may simultaneously express a conscious 
appropriation and parodic disarming of sexu·a1 constructions. 
Judith Butler explains in Gender Trouble that cross-dressing is 
a special case within the phenomena of vesture; drag for 
instance allows a subversive repetition of sexuality that 
exposes gender as an illusion and an act. 
As the colloquium group was made aware, cross­
dressing is one largely unacknowledged strategy in a search for 
an autonomous sexual identity. Vicinus' research contributes 
to a burgeoning interest in vesture's relationship to sexual 
identity and cultural definition, a subject that has been 
profitably examined in the field of Renaissance drama but 
neglected, for a number of reasons, in the area of nineteenth­
century studies. Additionally, the history of women who 
dressed as men· has received little of the attention given to 
male cross-dressing. This fact was borne out by a number of 
articles read and discussed by colloquium participants as 
background to Vicinus' research and presentation. 
Carole-Ann Tyler's piece "Boys will Be Girls: The 
Politics of Gay Drag" studies gay camp and male impression 
while reviewing the range of feminist debate and dissension on 
the topic. The gay man in drag has been as variously 
interpreted as a participant in a misogynist drama and victim of 
misogyny himself. Critics such as Andrew Ross claim that 
camp's radical energy productively " ... defetishes the erotic 
potential of woman as spectacle ... " while some feminists 
have been justly critical of drag's appropriation and distancing 
of representations of femininity. Tyler's article offers an 
equalizing. theoretical approach to an area of cultural 
interpretation dominated by male-to-female practice. She 
interprets impersonation in light of postmodern strategies to 
deconstruct identity and sexuality and reveals that butch­
femme camp and drag in fact share a common set of 
assumptions, goals, and strategies. 
Tyler's article is a sophisticated compilation and 
reappraisal of the intent and responses of each group and a 
necessary step towards recovering, as Barry Adam suggested 
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in discussion, an historical dialogue between the two 
communities of practice. Tyler's critique of camp inevitably 
emphasizes the greater establishment of gay drag within 
histories and interpretations of cross-dressing. The article offers 
a convincing theoretical rationale for Vicinus' work on 
nineteenth-century female cross-dressers. 
The group was also given the opportunity to discuss a 
portion of Lawrence Senelick's forthcoming work on the 
presentation of difference in the performing arts. Senelick's 
manuscript examines a number of figures from the more richly­
documented world of male to female cross-dressing, in 
particular the career of Julian Eltridge. Eltridge, an early 
twentieth-century female impersonator, achieved considerable 
fame as an actor, film personality, and the author/publisher of 
a magazine on beauty culture for women, The Julian Eltridge 
Magazine and Beauty Hints. The complexity and contradictions 
of Eltridge's struggle to combine what Senelick describes as an 
illusion of femininity with the authority of masculinity, was one 
target of the moup's discussion of the critic's work. 
Senelick' s study also places Eltridge' s performance 
within a range of contemporary representations of femininity 
and female sexuality in popular variety entertainment. Eltridge's 
impersonation is historically interpreted in light of attitudes 
towards the New Women and Senelick suggests that his work 
in fact offered a paradigm of female emancipation. Similarly, 
Vicinus reads the history of fin-de-siec/e male impersonators 
against the challenges mounted by the Suffragist Movement. 
The potentially emancipatory aspects of Eltridge' s 
gender performance were compared to the work of his 
contemporary Eddie Savoy. Savoy, a prominent vaudeville 
performer noted for his creation of a blowsy, brassy, 
aggressive, and sexually candid female persona, endowed his 
character with dialogue and mannerisms largely drawn from a 
homosexual subculture. In the cases of both Savoy and Eltridge 
the popular stage is conceived as an arena in which to explore 
and critique social conceptions of sexuality. 
Popular entertainment's role in subverting gender was 
elucidated in Vicinus' presentation to the group and stands as 
an important element in the cultural and material focus of her 
research. Events such the pantomime and music hall variety 
extend the theatre's characteristic tolerance of social 
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experimentation into performances that question sexual 
distinction. The pantomime is a spectacle that combines 
melodrama, fantasy, and music with an established tradition of 
male-to-female and female-to-male cross-dressing. Since the 
early nineteenth century actresses have been cast as principal 
boys, aided and abetted in the panto's archetypal romance 
plots by a cross-dressed dame. Vicinus discussed the principal 
boy as an idealized erotic object and the comic by-play of the 
pantomime's plots as a problematizing of the conventional 
processes· and expectations of heterosexual romance. The 
group's response to this re9ding of the pantomime centred 
upon the comic anarchy of its treatment of gender and the 
subtle ironies of its place as a perennial family Yuletide 
entertainment in Britain. 
Vicinus' work on specific turn-of-the-century male 
impersonators is the strongest and most assured aspect of her 
research. Her considerable skills as a semiotician and cultural 
historian are best employed in a detailed analysis of individual 
biographies. The careers of Vesta Tilley, Natalie Barney, and 
Sarah Bernhardt, all rich in textual and visual records, are 
particularly sympathetic subjects for Vicinus. 
Vesta Tilley successfully adapted the familiar music-hall 
figure of the "swell," modifying this working-class caricature of 
an upper class aristocrat. Class distinctions amongst the music 
halls became mixed and divided after the 1860s and Vicinus 
noted that performers such as Vesta Tilley brought in an 
increasingly middle-class audience. Tilley's performance not 
only questions sexual distinction but class hierarchy as well. 
The production of promotional photographs of Tilley carried this 
challenge out from the-immediate context of the stage and into 
a wider public domain. 
Vicinus' discussion of these performers was 
accompanied in presentation by a lavish and illuminating display 
of archive material - publicity stills, commercial music covers 
of Tilley's hits, and private photographs. The implications of 
the mass reproduction of images of the cross-dressed female 
. was a subject of some debate, as was the iconography of a 
number of photographs of Natalie Barney. The specific 
accoutrements of the dandy - suit, cigar, monocle, and direct 
gaze - were noted as part of Barney's studied assumption of 
a masculine persona. 
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Both Vicinus' presentation and the resulting discussion 
were liveliest when centred upon specific personalities and the 
challenges to gender mounted in the performances of Tilley and 
Bernhardt. The cultural and theoretical framework to 
complement Vicinus' work seems - like the very history of the 






KNOWLEDGE AND DESIRE: 
DR KINSEY AS ARBITER OF THE HOMOEROTIC IMAGINARY 
Thomas Waugh 
Of course we did anything for the advancement 
of science, as it were ... 
- Sam Steward, Kinsey Institute collaborator
A generation of cultural historians inspired by Michel 
Foucault has now implicated the institutions of documentary 
photography and the cinema in our civilization's history of 
increasing surveillance and control, of the body and through the 
body. 1 
1 For the purpose of this volume of papers from the 
University of Windsor Distinguished Speakers Series - of 
which I am honoured to have been a part - I decided not to 
provide a transcript of my February 5 public lecture entitled 
"Looking Hard: Social Construction of Gay Male Sexuality 
Through the Erotic Image, 1939-1969." That presentation on 
illicit gay male erotic photography and film was organized 
around over eighty slides and two video projections of vintage 
16mm film materials. Since, in my discipline of film and 
photography history, visual materials function, not as 
illustration, but as evidence, argument and primary material, it 
was impossible to approximate the lecture presentation through 
the printed word alone. 
Instead I offer my previously unpublished article on a particular 
historical instance of the interface of homoerotic imagery and 
scientific discourses, discussed at Windsor during the afternoon 
faculty colloquium. Readers hoping for a printed version of my 
lecture are asked to be satisfied for now with this discussion 
of a related subject pertaining to the same period and to wait 
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It is a question, as Foucault would say, of their role: 
in proliferating, innovating, annexing, creating, 
and penetrating bodies in an increasingly 
detailed way, and in controlling populations in 
an increasing comprehensive way . . . an 
intensification of the body 
... its exploitation as an object of knowledge 
and an element in relations of power. 2 
In this spirit, it has been 'demonstrated how the use of 
photography in disciplines as varied as medicine, sports, 
ethnography, art education, sexology, and criminology has 
inevitably overflowed whatever neutral scientific boundaries 
their practitioners may have aspired to and participated in the 
discourses of power. 
This article is an excerpt of a larger work that reflects 
on over a hundred years of erotic representations of the male 
body and male-male sexual activity sheltered within the above 
scientific discourses. The search for sexual knowledge through 
visual representation of male sexuality within the modern 
regimes of corporal and sexual knowledge cannot be separated 
from the erotic pleasures of the look that are usually disavowed 
so categorically by empirical science. 
As a particular and historically crucial instance of an 
intrinsic overlap between microscope and peep show, the 
photo and film collection of the archives of the Kinsey Institute 
for my lecture's reincarnation as part of my forthcoming well 
illustrated book on the history of gay male erotic photography 
and film from their origins to Stonewall ( 1969). 
2Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume One: An 
Introduction, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 107. As a 
note to the first of many indulgent quotations from this text, 
the author wishes to maintain its almost biblical centrality to 
any history of sexual representation, as Linda Williams, Gertrud 
Koch, Allan Sekula, and countless others have demonstrated; 
far from being dulled by overexposure and trendiness, its 
inexhaustible pertinence is only beginning to be tapped. 
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for Research in Sex, Gender and Reproduction is worthy of 
scrutiny (called the Institute for Sex Research during its heyday 
under the leadership of Alfred Kinsey and his successor Paul 
Gebhard, 1947-82). I will suggest the ways this most 
important collection of male homoerotic imagery in the world 
participated historically in the discourses of power and desire 
around sexuality, homosexuality, and sexual representation in 
the postwar period. I am interested above all in how, in those 
critical years when civil rights and the politics of identity 
emerged on the agenda of lesbians and gay men throughout 
the West, the accumulation, classification, and understanding 
of this collection reflected, intervened in, and shaped that 
process. How did 'Power' move through these pictures, power 
conceived of not only in the traditional sense of political 
imposition and control, but also power in the sense of 
hegemonic socio-sexual discourses, and, most important of all 
for a historian of the gay imaginary, power in the sense of the 
cultural and corporal resistance of lived experience. 
* * *
First of all, a short history" and description of the Kinsey 
collection, which I have had the privilege of exploring several 
times over the last ten years, are in order. It all started in 
1939, as is well known, when Alfred Kinsey, the Indiana 
University biology professor, laid aside his gall wasp collection 
in order to work through an impasse he had reached with his 
marital counselling and teaching role on campus. Beginning to 
collect sexual histories as part of this role, he stumbled on the 
sexual practices of men who had sex with men, who were 
having sex with men, or who wanted to have sex with men, 
consciously or unconsciously. Less than ten years later the 
Bloomington entomologist would announce to the world what 
many of our elders and ancestors already knew, that we were 
here, queer, and everywhere, and that 37 % of all red-blooded 
white American adult males . were having some homosexual 
experience to the point of orgasm. 
In that fateful spring of 1939, Kinsey wrote an excited 
letter to his friend Ralph Voris, a fellow biologist and former 
student with whom he felt a unique bond of male intimacy. In 
four pages prudently marked II Personal, 11 not to be shown to 
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Mrs. Voris, Kinsey described a field trip to the Chicago gay 
underworld, expressed his exhilaration at his first glimpse of 
the potential of his new sexological research, and referred to 
the "dynamite" he had uncovered in this endeavour to "tap the 
true study of human sexual behaviour." The letter effuses with 
other uncharacteristic words like "amazing," "marvellous" and 
"impossible" (though never the full H word that Kinsey would 
fastidiously avoid in all correspondence): 
Have been to Hallowe'en parties, taverns, 
clubs, etc., which would be unbelievable if 
realized by the rest of the world. Always they 
have been most considerate and cooperative, 
decent, understanding, and cordial in their 
reception. Why has no one cracked this before? 
There are at least 300,000 involved in Chicago 
alone. 
What I· would have done without your earlier 
help, I do not know. For instance, I have had to 
do more drinking in single weekends than I 
thought I would ever do in a lifetime, and I still 
think it bitter. I have diaries from long years -
I have whole albums of photographs of their 
friends, or from commercial sources - fine art 
to putrid. Some of the art model material is 
gorgeous. I want you to see it. 3 
Before proceeding, I will offer two somewhat digressive 
comments on this wonderful text. That Kinsey documented 
such a burgeoning underworld in 1939 confirms, as does my 
own research into gay visual archaeology, the importance of 
continuing to push back D'Emilio's and Berube's periodization 
for the emergence of a modern American urban gay subculture. 
Secondly, my intention in alluding to it should not be construed 
as an attempt at 'outing' the happily married scientist who 
himself outed millions. Speculation about Kinsey's sexual 
orientation had already appeared in print long before 'outing' 
3Wardell B. Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey and the Institute for Sex 
Research (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 63ff. 
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became a fashionable ideological strategy,4 but such 
speculation would not be particularly relevant here even if there 
were space and even if hard evidence about America's most 
professional. secret-keeper existed. Suffice it to say that 
Kinsey's gay contemporaries who contributed to and 
collaborated with his research, at least the several I have 
interviewed and read, knew a fellow pervert when they ran into 
one even if they did avoid both the reductiveness of labels and 
4Paul Robinson, author of The Modernization of Sex: 
Havelock Ellis, Alfred Kinsey, William Masters and Virginia 
Johnson (New York: Harper & Row, 1976) published 
speculation about Kinsey' s sexual orientation in his review of 
two Kinsey biographies by Institute collaborators, Wardell 
Pomeroy and Cornelia Christenson, in Atlantic Monthly {May 
1972): 99-102: 
I suspect that Kinsey's great project originated 
in the discovery of his own sexual ambiguities. 
I also suspect that Pomeroy holds the same 
opinion, but that for ethical reasons he is 
unable to say so. Soon after he joined the 
project Pomeroy deciphered the code Kinsey 
used to disguise the identity of the histories. 
He was thus able to read Kinsey's own history, 
as well as those of his wife and children. 
Furthermore, during the period of their 
association Pomeroy and Kinsey took each 
other's history every two years in order to test 
the consistency of their recall. In composing his 
biography, therefore, Pomeroy had access to all 
the details of Kinsey's sexual development, but 
he was bound to silence by the ground rules of 
the project, which guaranteed confidentiality 
even in death. 
Robinson also finds the Ralph Voris friendship as intriguing as 
Pomeroy and myself, and hints broadly about its pertinence to 
this issue. Reading the astonishingly intimate and tender 
correspondence between Kinsey and Voris.quoted by Pomeroy 
at length is a tantalizing confrontation with the ambiguities of 
male friendship within American culture. 
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the violation of privacy as was the standard in gay culture of 
the period. Sam Steward, one of perhaps the four or five of the 
gay male collaborators closest to Kinsey -- and there were 
hundreds -- would tell people that Kinsey was queer all right, 
" ... but not in the same way we are. He is a voyeur and 
auditor. He likes to look and listen. "5 
Collecting pictures of the body is a sexual discourse, 
whether one is referring to acquisitions and orderings of fetish 
objects, totems, trophies, fantasies, commodities, or simply 
mementos of lived experi�nce, whether collected for the 
advancement of knowledge, for the purpose of private 
consumptio_n, or for social interaction or commerce within a 
subcultural milieu. Kinsey's collection had begun and the 
impulse of a collector, perhaps erotic, to share his acquisitions 
with a kindred soul has been registered. For the next decade, 
Kinsey accumulated the photos, scrapbooks, diaries, films, and 
ephemera that gay men joyously proffered wherever he went; 
he amassed ttiem eagerly, indiscriminately, with the principal 
agenda of documenting scientifically through them the 
"dynamite" he had unbared. He discovered immediately that 
the phenomenon was not only biological but also social and 
deeply cultural, with its own systems of visual communication 
and communal function. The piles grew, both putrid and 
gorgeous, as the man his collaborator Wardell Pomeroy called 
" ... the most unusual [collector] this nation of collectors has 
ever seen ... "6 now applied the obsessive zeal previously 
devoted to wasps to dirty pictures. 
By the time of the letter to Voris, Kinsey had already 
amassed 120 homosexual histories, but a year and a half later 
the number had mounted to 450. 7 By the time of the 1948 
publication of the legendary Kinsey Report Sexual Behaviour in
the Human Male, the Kinsey team had done more than 2000. 
5Sam Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography (San 
Francisco: Grey Fox Press, 1981 ), 99; elaborated in personal 
interview, May 1991. 
6Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey, 16. 
7 1bid., 75. 
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The collection of visual artifacts was now gigantic and 
amorphous, but the pattern of collecting was to change in 
several ways after 1948. With the commercial success of the 
first Report in that year, and with the lavish funding of the 
Rockefeller Foundation still in place for another six years, the 
Institute for Sex Research (as it was then known) now 
embarked on a systematic collecting policy. They continued of 
course to treasure everything that came their way, but also 
began a deliberate policy of acquisitions as an end in itself, 
filling gaps through purchases in under-represented areas. They 
did so thanks largely to a proliferating network of collaborators 
and talent scouts throughout North America and Europe, many 
of them gay, soliciting personal donations and sales from a 
fraternity of gay photographers, filmmakers, artists, hobbyists, 
and collectors. This was not enough: in some cases, Kinsey's 
encouragement of amateur gay artists and scholars was so 
strong that the materials they would contribute to the 
collection in the form of diaries, scholarship, photos, films, and 
other visual materials, all scrupulously and generously 
reimbursed, must be viewed as commissioned documents by 
participant observers. One Greenwich Village collaborator, 
whenever his typewriter was ripped off by a trick, would 
routinely get a replacement from Kinsey.8 Here we have in a 
very literal sense an instance of Foucault's science rebounding 
on the sphere of everyday life, of: 
the solidification of the sexual mosaic and the 
construction of devices capable not only of 
isolating it but of stimulating and provoking it, 
of forming it into focuses of attention, 
discourse, and pleasure ... 9 
.At the same time, the Institute made unprecedented 
arrangements for law enforcement agencies in major American 
cities to routinely hand over confiscated pornographic 
materials, saving our priceless cultural heritage from 
8lnterviews, Paul Gebhard, February and October 1991. 
9Foucault, History of Sexuality, 71, my emphasis. 
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destruction and in effect memorializing both vIctIms and 
victimizations. Furthermore, with new confidence and new 
revenue, the Institute hired a staff photographer­
cinematographer, Bill Dellenback, acquired 16mm film 
equipment and started making its own film and photographic 
documentation of sexual activity (which we shall return to 
shortly). 
The homoerotic areas of the collection of images as it had 
evolved by the mid-fifties included as its major categories: 
a) commercial beefcake photography and film,
b) illicit photographs and films from both
commercial and personal sources,
c) 'fine arts' acquisitions: photos by such
friends of the Institute as George Platt Lynes
and such cult favorites as the then unknown
Baron von Gloeden, avant-garde films by artists
from Jean Genet to Jack Smith compiled in
part by Institute collaborator Kenneth Anger,
d) scrapbooks and other ephemera, bursting
with the eclectic visual documentation of
private lusts and forgotten social worlds, and
e) 'scientific' materials, including law
enforcement and documentary images as well
as the lnstitute's own films and photos.
* * * 
All in all, it would be hard to deny that the homoerotic 
segments of the collection were demographically 
disproportionate in terms even of the stunning statistics that 
Kinsey himself had claimed in the Report. The distinctive gay 
emphasis developed no doubt because of both the special 
sympathy that Kinsey had for gay culture (remember his 
excitement, already recorded in his 1939 letter, at the novelty 
and expanse of the emerging cultural underground he had 
stumbled upon). But also shaping the collection, most 
importantly, were the passion and commitment that the 
Institute gay collaborators devoted to the task of preserving for 
science and posterity a record of their lives and loves. It was 
not only, as Kinsey had already noted in his letter, that gay 
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people were extremely "co-operative." As Pomeroy would 
explain: 
Those who were bubbling over to tell us 
everything they could were usually 
homosexuals, particularly when they 
discovered by our use of homosexual argot that 
we knew all about the kind of lives they led. 
They would almost visibly expand with relief 
and eagerness to talk.10 
Gay people were also excellent and reliable informants, 
for individual private collecting and documentation, not to 
mention a wealth of sexual experience, had long had an 
intrinsic and privileged role within this disenfranchised 
underground culture without recorded collective history and 
visibility: 
These people usually poured out their lives to 
us with a minimum of cover-up, and because 
society had made them feel like such special 
cases, they often took a greater interest in 
remembering or recording their experiences. 11 
No doubt a frequent and simple motivation from gay image 
contributors was to get rid of but preserve incriminating 
evidence: one important donor took a treasure horde of films 
and photos from their hiding place under his floorboards and 
sent them to the Doctor over a period of several years; after 
Kinsey had carefully copied every image and returned them, 
10Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey, 129. As a humorous example of 
Kinsey's use of argot, Allen Ginsberg remembers not knowing 
what Kinsey meant when he asked the nineteen-year-old poet 
if he'd ever "browned" anyone. Barry Miles, Ginsberg A 
Biography (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989), 73. 
11 1bid., 139. 
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their owner prudently destroyed them all . 12 Another 
collaborator deposited with the Institute several photographs of 
each one of literally thousands of tricks over the course of 
several decades.13 
In effect, Kinsey had tapped into an international 
underground of gay men who took on an unofficial role as 
investigators and archivists of gay culture. Kinsey and the 
Institute staffers would henceforth rely on them not only for 
visual and literary materials, information, and contacts, but also 
in many cases for close personal and professional friendships. 
The gay network included ordinary gay men, living quietly 
outside of artistic or bohemian circles, such as the above­
named Otis and his lover Tommy, a Los Angeles couple with 
whom Kinsey corresponded affectionately and visited regularly 
for the last six years of his life, conducting some of his 
interviews in their home (often, for privacy's sake, in their 
darkroom) and meticulously copying their huge collection.14 
Typical correspondence from the Doctor to these L.A. gay 
friends was affectionate and effusive: 
Needless to say it was very nice to see you and 
Tommy again, on my last trip to Los Angeles. 
As usual you were very good and most 
generous. This sort of continued contact, even 
though so brief, has helped a great deal in 
shaping our thinking and understanding of 
some of our problems ... 
I have thought of you repeatedly. Recently I 
have been going through some of the material 
that you turned in and I want to assure you 
that it is very valuable to have had this contact 
... Frankly, I am quite touched by the extent 
12 lnterview with Otis Wade, Los Angeles, June 1991. 
13This and other uncredited anecdotal evidence alluded to 
in this article comes from anonymous annotations in files of the 
Institute. 
14Wade, interview. 
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of the excellent co-operation that you have 
extended ... 15 
Or take the obsessive photo trophy collector from New York, 
also mentioned above, an eccentric self-taught scholar, who 
would perhaps now be called a community-based historian, 
who saw his unpublished two-volume work on hustlers cited in 
the first Kinsey Report and whose contribution Pomeroy would 
describe as ". . . probably the most complete record of a 
human sexual life ever compiled, and much of it written with 
grace and style as well as factual accuracy. "16 Another 
member of the legion of the obsessed, who functioned virtually 
as Kinsey's surrogate researcher abroad, was Sixte Rapff, a 
German businessman living in Palermo, who impressed the 
Kinseyites with his "high output" as well as his prodigious 
contribution of erotic materials and socio-cultural data on 
Mediterranean (homo)sexual mores . 17 Also enlisted in the 
cause were a group of beefcake entrepreneurs from the 
growing commercial ghetto circuits of major American cities, 
for example Bob Mizer of Hollywood's Athletic Model Guild, 
who told me that Kinsey had utterly changed his life, and 
Charles Renslow, his even more entrepreneurial Chicago 
contemporary, who would stage a SM film for the Institute 
collection. 18 
In one sense, however, the most important gay 
collaborators belonged to the dynamic and increasingly visible 
gay intelligentsia of the period. Artists from Kenneth Anger to 
Paul Cadmus, writers including Glenway Wescott, Tennessee 
Williams, Gore Vidal, Christopher Isherwood and Thornton 
15Alfred Kinsey, letters to Otis Wade, Sept. 24, 1953, and 
January 10, 1956, courtesy Otis Wade. 
16 Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey, 169. 
17Clarence A. Tripp, interview, June 1992; Pomeroy refers 
to Kapff as "RJ", 404ft, 424, 429. 
18 lnterviews with Bob Mizer, Hollywood, June 1991 and 
with Charles Renslow, Chicago, February 1991. 
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Wilder, performing artists such as Ted Shawn and Ned Rorem, 
all provided scholarly and theoretical exchange and 
encouragement in addition to the inevitable personal histories, 
artifacts, and contacts. Gay intellectuals in the social and 
natural sciences were rarer, no doubt because of Kinsey's initial 
insistence that his staff be composed of happily married 
WASPs. 
The one salient exception to the lnstitute's unwitting 
sexual division of labour between gay and lesbian cultural 
authorities and heterosexual scientists was Clarence A. Tripp. 
Tripp's first contacts with the Institute were around his 
strikingly sharp and compelling homoerotic photography, and 
he soon assumed a research liaison role on the Greenwich 
Village scene (Tripp lived on the already legendary gay mecca 
Sheridan Square). At first Kinsey was struck by Tripp's 
photography: one stunning set depicted anal intercourse 
between a famous male model and a Broadway singer and 
particularly impressed Kinsey with its contrast of sexual 
outlawry and social respectability. As Tripp's stake as a 
research affiliate grew in importance, Kinsey encouraged him 
to enter the field of psychology. He eventually set up a practice 
as a psychotherapist and went on to write the epochal 
Homosexual Matrix in the 1970s. 19 As the only openly gay 
scientist officially connected with the Institute for many years, 
Tripp's impact on the lnstitute's scientific findings may have 
been greater than is possible to determine. In any case, it is an 
irony of sexual history that the straight-identified Kinsey was 
more successful than the homophile political organizations of 
the period, including the equally secretive Mattachine Society, 
in creating strategic alliances with gay intelligentsia and gay 
individuals across a demographic spectrum. 
* * *
The most serious attack on the Kinsey modus operandi 
came, predictably enough, as with the fledgling gay political 
organizations and media of the period, from the State, namely 
19Clarence A. Tripp, The Homosexual Matrix (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1975). 
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the U.S. Customs and to a lesser extent the Post Office. For 
years the Institute had been discreetly importing archival visual 
materials from around the world. Paul Gebhard remembers, for 
example, that French filmmaker Franc;ois Reichenbach brought 
the Institute a copy of Genet's Chant d'amour wrapped around 
his body under his clothes, while Glenway Wescott and life 
partner Monroe Wheeler of the Museum of Modern Art helpfully 
brought artist Paul Tchelitchev's risque works into the country. 
In 1953, the year of the publication of The Female Report, the 
U.S. Customs in New York seized thirty-one photographs and 
an assortment of other objects, notified the Institute of their 
impending destruction, and rejected all appeals. 20 
For Kinsey and his contemporaries, the issue was not 
only the validity of sexological research but the scientific 
freedom to use and import any materials for scholarly and 
research purposes, (i.e. not only 'obscene' materials but also 
politically unpopular works such as scholars of Communism 
were also hav�ng trouble importing during the McCarthy period, 
etc.). In fact, the actual content of the thr_eatened images was 
secondary to these theoretical issues: they are not described in 
the court proceedings and no one remembers their exact 
nature21 (and when it came to the lnstitute's final victory, no 
one could really remember where they were, with embarrassed 
Customs bureaucrats rooting around in their private home 
collections to find them). The Institute' s legal strategy was to 
fully concede the pictures' 'obscene' character and to insist on 
the lnstitute's right to import obscene materials for study by 
qualified scientists under restricted conditions. 
The case brought enormous stress and expense to the 
Institute, and at one point towards the end of his life, an 
exhausted Kinsey confided to the editors of the homophile ONE 
20Albert B. Gerber discusses the case, Sex, Pornography 
and Justice (New York: L. Stuart, 1965), 192-94. Citations are 
taken from this summary as well as from the appeal transcript: 
156 F. Supp. 350 (S.D.N.Y. 1957). 
2 1 Tripp is "90% certain" that the offending photographs 
were of European toilet graffiti supplied by another surrogate 
researcher, a European count. Tripp, interview. 
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magazine that he was ready to close down the Institute and 
devote himself entirely to the legal battle. 22 It was settled, on 
appeal in federal district court, only in 195 7, after Kinsey' s 
death, ironically at a time when the floodgates of the Sexual 
Revolution were about to burst, when obscenity law was in 
total flux with new precedents appearing almost annually, and 
when the day when the materials would be upheld within U.S. 
obscenity law less than a decade away. 
In retrospect it may be hard to believe that any one had 
so much confidence in the ideology of scientific objectivity only 
thirty-five years ago, yet this issue remains as critical as the 
issue of scientific freedom. Though the judge was interested in 
an affidavit submitted by the Director of the Bureau of Prisons 
stating that the 11 • • •  understanding of pathological sexuality 
and sexual offenders has been enhanced by the study of the 
erotic productions of these deviated persons ... , 11 he declined 
to arbitrate the larger constitutional issues of scientific freedom 
raised by the Institute and Indiana University. For the court, the 
key factor was the customs regulation allowing the importation 
of 11 • • •  classics or books of recognized and established literary 
or scientific merit. 11 Invoking the 195 7 Roth definition of 
obscenity, namely that 11 • • •  to the average person, applying 
contemporary community standards, the dominant theme of 
the material taken as a whole appeals to prurient interest ... 11 
the judge did not question the assumption of both parties that 
the materials fell within this definition. Instead, he emphasized 
that since the materials were not being imported for general 
circulation, and that 11 • • •  there was no reasonable probability 
that material would appeal to prurient interests of persons who 
would have access to it ... its closely regulated use by an 
unimpugned institution of learning and research removes it 
from the ban of the statute. 1
1 
* * * 
22Lyn Pedersen, 11 A Tribute to Dr Kinsey, 11 One (Los 
Angeles), 4:6 (August-September 1956): 7-12. This memorial 
issue is a very interesting reflection of Dr Kinsey' s revered 
stature within the U.S. homophile movement at the time of his 
death. 
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The judge was not the only one who could not 
conceive of a scientist with a dirty mind. The doctrine of 
scholarly detachment, the incompatibility of prurient interest 
and scholarly objectivity, was one of the most often invoked 
philosophical keystones of the Kinsey project, but it worked in 
two directions. I am speaking not only of the prurience of the 
consumer but also of the prurient interest of the Comstock who 
drools over the filth he or she is condemning. The researchers 
disavowed either kind of prurience and their groundbreaking 
refusal to pass moral judgement was obviously a factor in their 
gay collaborators' unstinting support as well as the reason for 
their ultimate loss of foundation funding during the McCarthy 
hysteria. This strategic neutrality in the hostile context of the 
1950s was in effect the most ardent of partisanship. 
From another point of view, it was a time when science 
was the favourite camouflage of taboo sexual discourses and 
many of the commodities of the imminent Sexual Revolution 
had a distinc� pseudo-scientific flavour. It was a time when 
Playboy aspired to sexological authority, when physique 
magazines claimed to be engaged in the discipline of 
"anthropometry, "23 when important obscenity precedents 
were set around films on chi[dbirth, venereal disease, the 
naturist movement, and third world nudity, 24 and when 
pseudo-journalistic exposes of perversion, decorated with 
pictures and dubious PhD.'s, were standard fare in men's 
entertainment media. A recent study by Bill Nichols of the 
·analogies and continuities between the sister disciplines of
pornography and visual anthropology simply confirms what was
23Such as the British beefcake photographer John S. 
Barrington's Anthropometry and Anatomy (London: 
Encyclopaedic Press, 1952). 
24For the evolution of obscenity jurisprudence and exhibition 
convention on (pseudo-)scientific films with such titles as Bali, 
Damaged Lives, Mom and Dad, and Garden of Eden, see 
Kenneth Tu ran and Stephen F. Zito, Sinema: American 
Pornographic Films and the People Who Make Them (New 
York: Praeger, 1974), 3-18, as well as Gerber, 142-53, 226-
41.
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a pop understanding of 1950s gay culture25 (the claim to be 
"doing research" is still a familiar occasion for dramatic eye­
rolling within gay culture and the joke no doubt dates from the 
empiricist fifties). The presence side-by-side on the Kinsey 
shelves of ethnographic nudes and cheese-/beefcake, 
occasionally indistinguishable, provides a similar confirmation. 
Kinsey himself recommended that sexological libraries stock 
pseudo-anthropological and pseudo-psychological literature. 26 
Meanwhile, as the discourses of heterosexual popular 
culture around the two Reports inevitably lathered up 
considerable prurient interest in their turn, the researchers 
stepped up their disavowals of desire and their protestations of 
disinterest. For example, Pomeroy's frequently stated 
invocations of scientific attitude focus in this case on the 
highly sensitive filming of sexual activities in Kinsey' s 
Bloomington attic: 
Speaking for myself, I cannot recall a single 
instance of sexual arousal on my part when I 
was observing sex behaviour, and I am certain 
this was equally true of Kinsey and the other 
staff members. 27 
Such excessive protests of disinterest belied more than 
popular culture and everyday common sense; in fact they also 
belied the Kinseyites' own eminently ideological, somewhat 
contradictory theory of visual representation and symbolic 
communication even as they were constructing it piecemeal. At 
times, the Kinsey research use of imagery seemed naively 
positivist, limited to its provision of empirical physiological data 
25Christian Hansen, Catherine Needham, and Bill Nichols, 
"Skin Flicks: Pornography, Ethnography, and the Discourses of 
Power," Discourse 2:2 (Spring-Summer 1989): 65-79. 
26Alfred C. Kinsey, Wardell B., Pomeroy, and Clyde E. 
Martin, Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male (Philadelphia: W. 
B. Saudners, 1948), 23.
27Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey, 176. 
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and social evidence. Images were collected not in their own 
right, or so the Institute argued to the court, but for the 
scientific evidence they offered. An exquisite chiaroscuro male 
nude, one of the "gorgeous" ones no doubt, is inscribed with 
shorthand data about the model's age, education, and sexual 
proclivities, as if such data could thwart its aesthetic dynamics, 
suppress its erotic power. 28 And what is one to make of 
another blind spot, Pomeroy's memory that the dozens of stag 
films Kinsey had collected did not even interest him because 
they were "faked" ? 29 
On the other hand, the compilers who facilitated the 
world's largest collection of penis images also advanced the 
claims, emerging most systematically in the Sexual Behaviour 
in the Human Female Report ( 1953), that (and I offer 
paraphrases bordering on caricature in the interests of brevity) 
a) watching one's own penis during masturbation was
frequently a sign of homosexuality, 30 b) male heterosexual
culture itself is based to no small extent on penis watching,31 
c) images enter concretely into sexual arousal for large
demographic sectors of men, especially "better educated
groups, "32 d) unconscious motivations enter into sexual
looking and arousal, 33 and e) artistic creativity is intrinsically
28 For example, a 1948 physique photo is annotated 
"[model's name], 23 y Sm H mostly Ht w older. Also 
companion to oldr notoriously H." [23 years, some 
homosexual behaviour but mostly heterosexual with older 
women. Also companion to an older man who is notoriously 
homosexual]. 
29Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey, 181. 
30 Alfred Kinsey et al., Sexual Behaviour in the Human 
Female (Philadelphia: Saunders, 1953), 667. 
31 lbid., 651ft, especially 656, 674-76. 
32 1bid ., 667. 
33lbid., 674. 
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erotic34 (a major unfinished project was to have been an 
investigation of the role of sexuality in artistic creation, and 
several of the gay artistic collaborators were recruited for this 
scheme). This is not to mention the theory, having what would 
now be called an essentialist taint but then based empirically 
on the Kinsey interviews, that males are far more responsive to 
psychological/visual stimuli than women, who are bound by 
physical and sensory stimuli. Or, as E. M. Forster paraphrased 
it after dining with the Doctor, "[All men] love smut. "35 In 
short, the scientific pretensions of this coterie of male smut 
collectors are at the very least undermined by their very ideas 
about the image's operation in the construction of sexual 
response. 
As innovative as the Kinseyites' ideas about images and 
fantasies were for their time, this ideology of sexual 
representation was far from fully worked out or consistent, and 
all too often compromised by surprising naivete. 36 Martha 
Gever's asses·sment of Magnus Hirschfeld, an earlier collector 
of sexual images (35,000!), in terms of his positivist faith in 
the scientific objectivity of the photographic record and his 
"[misunderstanding of the] ideological malleability of 
representations," clearly applies equally to Hirschfeld's most 
34For example, Kinsey, Male, 207; Female, 651-56. 
35Reported in Robert Phelps with Jerry Rasco, eds., 
Continual Lessons: The Journals of Glenway Wescott, 1937-
1955 (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1990), 245. Forster 
was "rather comforted" to hear that even effeminates were 
indeed real men insofar as they responded to visual and 
imaginary stimuli. 
36The Doctor's personal response to movies may complicate 
the issue further: whether or not his cinematic tastes are 
validated by his sentimental attachment to Quartet, the British 
melodrama adaptation of Somerset Maugham stories starring 
Dirk Bogarde as a pianist who is told he will never be a 
virtuoso, his sensitivity to gay culture is once again confirmed 
nonetheless. Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey, 189. 
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influential successor. 37 (Interestingly, Kinsey disapproved 
strongly of Hirschfeld's open declaration of his own personal 
stake in his research, that is his homosexuality, 38 but Kinsey's 
last· statement would praise the German sexologist who had 
suffered Nazi persecution a quarter century earlier. 39) 
Finally - and this may be most important contradiction 
in the lnstitute's credo of scientific objectivity - the gay 
collaborators who filmed, photographed, performed, collected, 
provided, and interpreted the images for the Institute were 
often self-conscious and proudly partisan, as I have repeatedly 
intimated. In other words, it defies belief that the activity of 
collecting and research based on such unabashedly subjective 
input could make any claims to scientific neutrality. Kinsey' s 
1950s critics who harped on his disproportionate input from 
homosexuals were closer to the truth than the Kinseyites 
admitted or perhaps even realized. 
As a scholar who shares my generation's scepticism 
about the possibility of objectivity in the social sciences, and 
whose own personal research into our legacy of erotic culture 
as gay men has been irremediably tainted by prurience and 
subjective interest at every level, I would go even further than 
snorting at the positivist, empiricist principle of sexual research 
swallowed so innocently by 1950s jurisprudence. Instead, I 
propose outright that the stance of prurience is one of the 
fundamental principles of gay cultural and sexual research, then 
as now, a science legitimized, energized and prioritized by 
desire. 
* * * 
37Martha Gever, "Pictures of Sickness: Stuart Marshall's 
Bright Eyes," October 43 (Winter 1987): 117, 123. 
38Pomeroy, Dr Kinsey, 69. 
39Kinsey, "Last Statement," reprinted by Cornelia
Christenson, Kinsey: A Biography (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1971), 220-26. 
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Many of these issues tend to crystallize around the 
actual filming of sexual behaviour that took place starting 
around 1945 and continued after Kinsey' s death, well disguised 
in University financial requisitions and in the second Report as 
filming of "Mammalian behaviour." Clarence Tripp inaugurated 
the series in his Greenwich Village residence well before the 
official Institute filming began in Kinsey' s renovated 
Bloomington attic. If the first film featured a heterosexual New 
Yorker whose claim to fame was a full no-hands control over 
his ejaculation, the second film was perhaps closer to Tripp's 
heart: two Puerto Rican hustlers performing their real life love 
affair for the camera. The sentimental Kinsey's own favourite 
film of the series presented a particularly affectionate 
performance involving another Puerto Rican man, this time with 
a hustler of German origin. Ever the quantifier, Kinsey decided 
he wanted 2000 male orgasms on screen, so Tripp gave the 
German model two dollars for each potential subject he 
recruited and remembers a lineup of New York hustlers going 
all around the block. Not all performers were professionals: 
Tripp himself ended up starring in six or so of the Institute 
films, and writers Glenway Wescott and Allen Ginsberg would 
also record their lovemaking for posterity. Tripp was proficient 
in both 16mm and the emerging home technology of 8mm, as 
well as still photography, but soon the series was taken over 
by his (heterosexual) partner Bill Dellenback, who joined the 
migration to Bloomington and became an Institute fixture for 
forty years. 
In short, as with the Institute collection as a whole, the 
Kinsey films were disproportionately homoerotic in content, 
with gay men predictably rushing to volunteer to perform for 
posterity and non-prostitute women and heterosexual men 
usually demurring. Another account remembers one performer, 
a New York sadist, as " ... a great ham. Whenever he heard 
Bill's camera start to whir, he'd whoop it up all the more. " 40 
Based on textual evidence, even the series of films on male 
masturbation was performed largely by gay male subjects, 
undermining at the very least its representativity. As for the 
films' structure, for all their one-take uninflected documentary 
40Steward, interview. 
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aspirations, they come across now as miniature narratives, 
organized unquestioningly, like stag films of the period and 
indeed like the Kinsey Reports themselves, around the principle 
of the orgasm as goal and climax of sexuality. 
Kinsey's own role in the filming is fascinating: though 
no one would call the dignified scientist a procurer or pimp, one 
might well add to his alleged special proclivities as voyeur and 
auditor the term of impresario. The Doctor set up his scenarios 
with _utmost care, introducing, for example, a New York sadist 
to a Chicago masochist for an intense two-day shoot,41 or 
facilitating hot threesomes, piss scenes, and voyeur 
choreographies in front of Mrs. Kinsey's patterned curtains and 
on her oft changed sheets. Or he would enlist his gay 
collaborators' good services on the lookout for new talent who 
would live up to his expectations. "He will work for you like a 
charm . . . , " wrote novelist and man of letters Glenway 
Wescott, one of the gay network, in a long detailed letter 
setting up his boyfriend of the moment for a screen test. " ... 
I think you may want him more than once with a change of 
partners. "42 
Tripp has little sympathy for the portrait of Kinsey as 
voyeur: for him his mentor was simply insistent on observing 
the "physiological minutiae" of sexual behaviour, the curling of 
a toe or the retraction of the testicles at the moment of 
orgasm, the gush or dribble of the ejaculate. Yet the films 
confirm in a broader sense how the Kinsey research 
participated intrinsically in the structural dynamics of 
voyeurism. How can the pleasure of men fucking for the 
camera - _eager to live up to the Doctor's expectations, to 
come before the film ran out, to record their ecstasy for 
science - how can the pleasure of scientists watching them, 
hoping they will respond to each other, seizing the visual 
evidence of the orgasm they had facilitated, how can these 
pleasures be mistaken for evidence of unmediated physiological 
fact rather than input into a collaborative dynamic in which 
knowledge and desire inextricably interplay, to use Foucault's 
41 Renslow, interview. 
42 Phelps, Wescott Journals, 335. 
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formulation? How can the pleasure of scientific looking be 
separated from the pleasure of erotic looking? How can this 
visualization of homosexuality be separated from the cognitive 
and perceptual organization of the senses in the modern age, 
the optical organization of the world, the regime of what 
Gertrude Koch calls Schaulust, 43 the drive for visual pleasure, 
in which knowledge and desire are interlocking terms of 
power? How can sexual science in Western society be 
separated, to invoke Foucault once more, from erotic art? At 
the very least, we must ask, along with ever-handy French 
theorist, Michel Foucault: 
... whether, since the nineteenth century, the 
scientia sexualis - under the guise of its 
decent positivism - has not functioned, at 
least to a certain extent, as an ars erotica. 
Perhaps this production of truth, intimidated 
though it was by the scientific model, 
multiplied, intensified, even created its own 
intrinsic pleasures .... 
The most important elements of an erotic art 
linked to our knowledge about sexuality are 
... to be sought ... in this multiplication and 
intensification of pleasures connected to the 
production of the truth about sex. 
. . . a process that spreads (sex) over the 
surface of things and bodies, arouses it, draws 
it out and bids it speak, implants it in reality 
and enjoins it to tell the truth: an entire 
glittering sexual array, reflected in a myriad of 
discourses, the obstination of powers, and the 
interplay of knowledge and pleasure.44 
* * *
43Gertrud Koch, "The Body's Shadow Realm: On 
Pornographic Cinema," Jump Cut (Chicago and Berkeley) 35 
(1990): 17-29, especially 21ff. 
44Foucault, History of Sexuality 71-72, my emphasis. 
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The Kinsey archival policy continued intermittently right 
up until it began to sputter out in the early 1980s after the 
departure of the last Kinsey collaborator from the Institute. 
Meanwhile several stages and milestones can be seen to have 
determined the shape and evolution of the collection. After 
Kinsey's death in 1956, cataloguing and assimilating replaced 
collecting as the principle energy of the archive. The present 
system of classifying most images by behaviour was instituted 
by Kinsey' s anthropologist successor, Paul Gebhard. His 
taxonomical system grouped together all photographs 
depicting, say, analinctus, and dispersed groups of images 
collected by a single donor according to the physical 
behaviours depicted. Aside from flouting the basic archival 
principle of respecting provenance as a highest priority, this 
system ordains that classification becomes the determining 
erotic discourse: not only the decision as to whether an 
erection is partial or a pose is leaning or upright becomes an 
erotic challenge, but also the process of looking, comparing, 
assimilating, defining, the process of matching, on the basis of 
behavioural criteria, the imaginary world of one image with 
another in a narrative and ideological cohe_rence. 
In the late sixties and early seventies, the explosion of 
hard-(and soft-)core erotic commodities throughout the West 
swamped the Institute, and doomed the policy of indiscriminate 
collecting as space almost immediately became filled to the 
bursting. More importantly, the Archives' special relationship 
with gay America quietly changed. Its role as steward, 
compiler, and executor of a priceless underground culture 
shifted to that of monitor of mainstream commerce, unevenly 
productive. Resting on dusty laurels, much of the lnstitute's 
archival vocation became outmoded by the advances in public 
tolerance for sexual discourses that it itself had done so much 
to inaugurate. The original structural control by the scientific 
establishment of gay men's voluntary offerings of their lives 
and images was perpetuated into a post-gay-liberation context 
tn which gay men saw our past and our imaginary rationed and 
withheld. 
In conclusion, Kinsey's legacy, celebrated by his lesbian 
and gay contemporaries but benignly ignored ever since, needs 
to be reopened as a subject for further research and debate. On 
the one hand it is clear that Kinsey's historic revelation of 
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invisible sexual practices arid identities, his collecting and 
classification of taboo images, and his quantitative 
methodologies had their logical analogues in the same postwar 
period in the hegemony of empirical methodologies in the social 
sciences and public policy. They also had more concrete 
ramifications in the classificatory systems of the military and 
the FBI, anti-obscenity vigilantism by state agencies, the sex 
hysteria of the media, and the further entrenchment of the 
psychiatrization of perversion and other means of repression. 
Though Kinsey himself spoke out clearly against all of these 
ramifications, it is no accident, for example, that in his archives 
an unspeakable 16mm police training film using surveillance 
footage of gay men having sex in a public toilet before their 
arrest finds its bedfellow in the Kinsey films on H, not to 
mention gay-authored stag films and amateur films depicting 
identical activities in remarkably similar visual styles. 
Yet, in visualizing the heretofore invisible, what was 
inscribed and what is legible in the Kinsey project is not only 
the scientific. knowing, codification, controlling, and repression 
of the homosexual body and its desires, but also its 
preservation, its affirmation, its enactment, and even its 
celebration in short, its resistance to power. The 
contradictions and tensions within the Doctor's practice and 
vision provided a structure and language of emancipation, 
acted as the catalyst, arbiter, and executor of the homoerotic 
imaginary in the postwar, pre-Stonewall era. 
Foucault's definition of the contradictory essence of 
nineteenth-century pioneers in sexological research might well 
be extended and applied to their foremost twentieth-century 
heir: 
Discourses are not once and for all subservient 
to power or raised up against it, any more than 
silences are. We must make allowance for the 
complex and unstable process whereby 
discourse can be both an instrument and an 
effect of power, but also a hindrance, a 
stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a 
starting point for an opposing strategy. 
Discourse transmits and produces power; it 
reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes 
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it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to 
thwart it. ... There is no question that the 
appearance in nineteenth-century psychiatry, 
jurisprudence, and literature of a whole series 
of discourses on the species and subspecies of 
homosexuality, inversion, pederasty, and 
'psychic hermaphroditism' made possible a 
strong advance of social controls into this area 
of 'perversity'; but it also made possible the 
formation of a 'reverse' discourse: 
homosexuality began to speak in its own 
behalf, to demand that its legitimacy or 
'naturality' be acknowledged, often in the same 
vocabulary, using the same categories by 
which it was medically disqualified. 45 
45 Foucault, 100-101, my emphasis. 
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90 Colloquium Report 
The central theme of this colloquium was the place of 
·the erotic image in the study of sexuality. The discussion
ranged over a number of theoretical and practical issues in this
area. A recurring theme was the analysis of the impact of
power on every aspect of this enterprise, from the production
and consumption of erotic images to their collection and
categorization by sex scientists.
The colloquium was introduced by Dr Waugh. His multi­
media presentation combined slides and a film of gay male 
erotic images with a discussion of the place of these images in 
gay male culture and the study of that culture. The focus was 
specifically on twentieth-century gay male culture before the 
rise of the contemporary lesbian/gay movement. Particular 
mention was made of the role of the Kinsey project in 
collecting these materials and the role of these materials within 
Kinsey' s studies of sexuality. 
The theme of power emerged early in the discussion in 
terms of the practicality of collecting erotic materials before the 
rise of the contemporary lesbian and gay movement. 
Participants commented on the bravery of individuals who 
came forward with materials for the Kinsey collection in a 
period when lesbians and gays faced many forms of 
harassment and very real fears. Dr Waugh described the 
surprisingly large scale of Kinsey's collecting activities and the 
crucial relationships of trust and sharing he seemed to develop 
with key informants in many cities. 
The issue of power also emerged in the discussion of 
gender in sexual representation, which was a major issue in the 
colloquium. One form this took was the discussion of the 
absence of a parallel culture of lesbian images at the time. 
There was no evidence of such a parallel culture in the holdings 
of the Kinsey collection or other sources. 
This raised the question of whether this absence was 
due to a fundamental difference between lesbian and gay male 
sexuality, a failure to collect lesbian materials, or obstacles to 
their production which may have resulted from the relative 
differences in living conditions between lesbians and gay men. 
The possibility that gay male culture was more sex-centred 
than lesbian culture was raised. The interest in, and 
disagreement around, this issue was reflected in the informal 
discussion following the colloquium. 
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The relationship of gender, representation, and control 
came up in quite a different way with regard to the issue of 
reproductive technologies. The parallel between the control of 
women's bodies through representation and through new 
reproductive technologies was raised. The overall impact of 
both may be to decrease women's power over their own 
bodies as they are increasingly subjected to processes of 
representation and reproductive management controlled 
primarily by men. 
At a theoretical level, the discussion of power and 
representation was raised primarily with reference to the works 
of Michel Foucault. All of the papers circulated as background 
for the colloquium drew heavily on Foucault's research. The 
adequacy of Foucault's theories as a guide for understanding 
power and sexuality was discussed. 
The discussion included some positive assessments of 
the usefulness of Foucault's theories in this area and a more 
negative one. One the positive side, the richness of these 
approaches for the understanding of sexuality in terms of 
representation and knowledge was noted. On the negative, the 
vague conception of power in Foucault' s theory was seen as 
creating a certain ambiguity, so that it could be all things to all 
people. 
The discussion of the production �nd consumption of 
gay male images was also taken up. One issue that was raised 
was the relationship of production and consumption of these 
images in a folk culture as opposed to slick commercial 
situation. Most of the images Dr Waugh showed were 
produced by individuals for their own pleasure. Some of the 
informal discussion that followed concerned the question of 
how these materials were used, whether for strictly personal 
use or circulation among friends or some other purpose. 
Another issue in this area was that of power and class 
within the gay male image. The possibility that class difference 
stood in for gender difference in terms of creating power 
relations in gay male erotica was raised. There were certainly 
images in the collection shown by Dr Waugh which could be 
interpreted in this way. 
The last theme to emerge linking power, sexuality, and 
representation was that of the definition of gay male life from 
the inside as opposed to the outside. The self-recording of gay 
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male life and sexuality has been a feature common to many 
lesbian and gay movements in the twentieth century. The 
activities of key informants in the Kinsey study fit in with this 
pattern of self-recording. This activity is very different from the 
external definition of gay male sexuality by sexologists which 
has often pathologized it. 
The question of definition from the outside has emerged 
in particularly sharp form in terms of the censorship of gay 
male images by the Canadian state. The current standards used 
to prosecute sellers of gay male erotica or to block it at the 
border have little or nothing to do with standards within the 
gay male community. Censored publications have ranged from 
safer sex materials to images of Asians and "bear" erotica 
showing heavier and hairier men. The harassment of gay 
bookstores and censorship of gay materials has been an 
ongoing problem in Canada. Dr Waugh noted ironically that the 
whole discussion was held under a portrait of Mark MacGuigan, 
a former Dean of Law at the University of Windsor who, while 
a federal Cabinet Minister, made his own contribution to the 
censorship of gay erotica. 
The colloquium covered a variety of topics loosely 
connected by the themes of power and representation. The 
enthusiasm of participants was reflected in the vibrant informal 
discussions immediately after the colloquium and in the 
following weeks. Dr Waugh's introductory presentation and 
stewardship of the discussion played a crucial role in shaping 
a lively and thought-provoking colloquium. 
Alan Sears 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 
University of Windsor 
NECESSARY FICTIONS 
Jeffrey Weeks 
I want to start with a quotation which sums up the 
theme of this lecture. It is from Wallace Stevens: 
The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which 
you know to be a fiction, there being nothing 
else. The exquisite truth is to know that it is a 
fiction, and that you believe in it willingly. 
I hope to show in what follows that the fact, as I see it, that 
identities are fictions does not make them any the less 
necessary, even as it makes them deeply problematic. 
The Paradox of Identity 
A few years ago I was a member of a conference panel 
on identity when a fellow panellist, Jackie Kay, read as her 
contribution one of her poems. It was a poignant poem of 
thwarted love, between a miner, the epitome in British culture 
at least, of male strength, communal spirit, and family pride (a 
'man's man'), and another man, the local barber: 
The only time I forget is down the pit 
right down in the belly of it 
my lamp shining like a third eye 
my breath short and fast .. 
It doesn't bear thinking ... 
What does not bear thinking is an open declaration of love from 
a (married) man for another man: 
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... it's my daughters that worry me 
course I can never tell the boys down the pit 
when I'm down there I work fast so it hurts ... 
There is, perhaps, little that is unusual or special about this 
account; we know of the cost of the homosexual closet on 
countless lives; we are familiar with the conflicts between 
desire and duty that flit across all our social adventures. Many 
of us know what hurts. But there is, I think something unusual, 
special and not-so-familiar, yet at the same time deeply 
representative, about the circumstances in which the poem 
was written and published. It was submitted for a poetry 
competition in South Wales, the mythical (though now largely 
desolated) heart of mining culture. To the surprise of the 
judges, the person who came forward to receive the prize was 
a woman. Not only a woman, but a black woman, and 
feminist; and a black feminist with a rich Scottish accent. 
Here for me was a nice metaphor for the complexity of 
modern identities, revealing in one physical presence a rich 
diversity of presences, neither one excluding the other. An 
empathy and subtle identification was expressed across the 
divides of class, gender, ethnicity, and sexuality, whilst 
simultaneously a very specific and enabling identity was also 
asserted: Scottish, black, female, and feminist, alive to 
historical resonances and political alignments (in the 1984-85 
miner's strike in Britain lesbian and gay groups supporting the 
miners forged an unexpected solidarity with miners in South 
Wales and had their support reciprocated in resistance to 
subsequent anti-gay legislation from the British state). Identities 
and identifications can simultaneously affirm and obliterate 
differences. 
Contemporary identities are, it is now almost 
commonplace to say, hybrid, made of many fragments of 
history and social and personal experience; they are 
heterogeneous, establishing many possible identifications 
across the boundaries of many potential differences; they are 
often political in the broadest sense, making links which defy 
the neat categorizations of social policy and social science, and 
challenging settled power relations. Yet they are personally 
knitted together into narratives which give coherence to 
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individual lives, support and promote social agency, and 
express certain values: values we share with those we identify 
with and which differentiate us from countless others with 
whom we do not, often cannot, identify. 
Because of these complexities, identities are troubling. 
We search for them, claim them, assert and affirm them, 
usually with all the passion and personal conviction we can 
command. They provide a bedrock for our most fundamental 
being and most prized social belongings. At the same time we 
question them, or have them questioned for us, re-make and 
re-invent them, search for new and more satisfying personal 
'homes,' all the time. As I write, in these turbulent globalized, 
post-Cold War, 'postmodern' times, questions of identity are 
flashpoints for some of the most poisoned and violent disputes 
across the world: inter-communal strife, ethnic cleansing, the 
reassertion of 'lost' or more likely invented national or tribal 
traditions have become tokens of our apparent inability to live 
with diversity to tolerate the existence of different identities. 
Simultaneously, new political and cultural identities have 
proliferated, around race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, 
HIV and AIDS, amongst others, which have emerged to confirm 
and promote common human interests, to challenge frozen 
hierarchies of power, and implicitly or explicitly, to argue for 
autonomy, diversity and choice. But they i.n turn generate new 
types of controversy, around 'identity-politics,' 'political 
correctness' and the like. Identities can be battle grounds. So 
is the trouble worthwhile? 
Identities are troubling because they embody so many 
paradoxes: about what we have in common and what 
separates us, about our sense of self and our recognition of 
others, about conflicting belongings in a changing history and 
a complex modern world, and about the possibility of social 
action in and through our identities. And few identities are so 
paradoxical as sexual identities. Sexual identities have a special 
place in the discourse of identity. They are like relay points for 
a number of interconnected differences, conflicts and 
opportunities. For the past few centuries, at least, sex has 
been central to the fixing of the individual's place in the 
culture, offering, in Foucault's famous phrase, the "truth of our 
being." But it has not only been a categorization and placing for 
a sexual identity (as normal or perverted, heterosexual or 
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homosexual, or whatever), but for a whole set of social 
positionings. Concepts of national identity have been intricately 
bound up with notices of appropriate gendered or sexualized 
behaviour. The injunctions of imperial propagandists to the 
young innocent to 'be a man' and eschew masturbation, 
homosexuality, or nameless other secret sins; or to embody 
motherhood and purity for the sake of the race; such ascribed 
identities brought together race, gender, and sexuality into a 
potent brew which locked normality and sexuality into a fixed 
hierarchy that few could escape from even if not so many lived 
up to it. The settling of class identities in the first wave of 
industrialization in the nineteenth century also froze the fluidity 
of gender differences and sexual behaviour. 'Respectability' 
betokened more than a middle-class modesty and discretion; it 
became a way of life where sexual desire and gendered activity 
was regulated by approved and approvable behaviour. Alfred 
Kinsey in the 1940s was not the first, nor the last, to notice 
the distinct class accents to human sexual behaviour. And the 
generation of a 'western identity,' with its distinct sexual 
classifications and typologies, in turn depended upon the 
identification of the colonized of the world as distinctly 'other,' 
more primitive, more priapic or blatant, and certainly less 
'civilized,' which in turn served to confirm 'our' superiority, and 
the truth of 'our' sexualities. 
Sexuality is woven into the web of all our identities, 
which is why the emergence over the past two hundred years, 
and in a rush since the 1960s, of alternative or oppositional 
sexualized identities, lesbian and gay, 'queer,' bisexual, 
transvestite and transsexual, sado-masochistic - an exotic 
parade from the catalogues of sexology, dancing into history 
with a potentially infinite series of scripts and choreographies 
- is so unsettling to sexual conservatives of all political
colours: they breach boundaries, disrupt order, and call into
question the fixity of inherited identities of all kinds, not just
sexual. Which is also why, no doubt, identities are also so
problematic for those committed to sexual change: if we assert
them too firmly are we fixing identifications and values that are
really necessarily always in flux; and if we deny their validity,
are we not disempowering ourselves from the best means of
mobilizing for radical change?
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Let us look a little more closely at some of the 
paradoxes. 
Paradox 1: Sexual Identity Assumes Fixity and Uniformity While 
Confirming the Reality of Unfixity, Diversity, and Difference 
We like to say who we are by telling of our sex: "I am 
gay/straight;" "I am male/female." It places us securely in 
recognized discourses, embodying assumptions, beliefs, 
practices, and codes of behaviour. Yet the truth is rather more 
complex. "Possibility and many-sideness," Rosenblum has 
argued, "are built into the very idea of identity formation. "1 
This is especially true of sexual identities. Academically, 
theoretically, we increasingly recognize both the diverse 
desires, needs, and passions of individuals and the diversity of 
(often conflicting) social obligations and belonging, pulling us 
in a variety of directions. Yet we fear the uncertainty, the 
abyss, the unknown, the threat of dissolution that not having 
a fixed identity entails. So we try to fix identities, by asserting 
what we are now is what we have really, truly always been, if 
only we had known. 
But consider the realities. We all know life-long 
heterosexuals who suddenly come out as. lesbian or gay. We 
know self identified gays who equally suddenly opt for a 
heterosexual lifestyle. Which is more true to the essential 
person? In her book on cross-dressing, Vested Interests, 
Marjorie Garber tells us of the spokesperson for the 
International Foundation for Gender Education, one Yvonne 
Cook. Yvonne is a biological male who cross-dresses and 
· identifies as a woman, as a lesbian. She dates a biological
woman who cross-dresses as a man. 2 Which label corresponds
to the real her - or him? Here sexual identities seem endlessly
fluid, taken up and used rather than realized, a glittering
1 Nancy L. Rosenblum, Another liberalism: Romanticism and 
the Reconstruction of Liberal Thought (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1987), 149. 
2Marjorie Garber, Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and 
Cultural Anxiety (New York and London: Routledge, 1992). 
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performance or complicated game rather than a trusted claim, 
unless we allow the argument that all truth claims are simply 
games about truth. 
Since the nineteenth century, the placing of individuals 
into clearly demarcated sexual categories, and hence identities, 
has gone hand in hand with the presentation of plentiful 
evidence detailing the fluidity and uncertainty of desire. The 
binary divisions we take for granted, between men and women, 
heterosexual and homosexual, normal and perverse, provide 
barriers against, in the words of Epstein and Straub, "the 
uncontrollable elasticity and terrifying lack of boundaries within 
or between bodies. "3 They simplify the complexity of desires, 
they order the potential multiplicity of our identifications. But 
those barriers are fragile, inadequate blocks to the flux of 
contemporary life. The repressed always returns, sometimes in 
distorted and damaging ways (such as the homophobia of the 
'repressed homosexual'), sometimes, and hopefully these days 
more often than in the past, in liberating and creative ways, in 
the elective communities where oppositional sexual identities, 
at least, are forged and confirmed. Then identities can become 
genuinely enabling. Yet, I would argue, they are still only ever 
provisional. We can put on a good performance with them. But 
we should never believe they are final, or embody some unique 
truth about ourselves. "Unfixity," write Laclau and Mouffe, 
"has become the condition of every social identity . "4 
and especially, I would add, of every sexual identity. 
Paradox 2: Identities Are Deeply Personal But Tell Us About 
Multiple Social Belongings 
All cultures seem to depend on its members having. a 
secure sense of self and a placing in the order of things. But 
there is no reason to think that the modern individual is a reflex 
3Julia Epstein and Kristina Straub, eds., Body Guards: The 
Cultural Politics of Gender Ambiguity (New York and London: 
Routledge, 1992), Introduction. 
4Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy (London: Verso, 1985), 85. 
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product of his or her 'instincts.' "The unity of a human life," 
suggests Alasdair MacIntyre, "is the unity of a narrative 
quest. "5 Self-identity, at the heart of which is sexual identity, 
is not something that is given as a result of the continuities of 
an individual's life or the fixity and force of his or her desires. 
It is something that has to be worked on, invented and 
reinvented in accord with the changing rhythms, demands, 
opportunities, and closures of a complex world. The modern 
self, as Giddens argues, is a reflexive project, made and 
remade by the person in terms of his or her biographical 
experiences.6 It is not an all or nothing phenomenon; the real 
question we need to ask is: am I more or less the same person 
today as I was ten years ago? 7 The answer cannot be given a 
priod; it depends on the effectiveness of the biographical 
narratives we construct for ourselves in a turbulent world; on 
our ability to keep a particular narrative going. 
We apparently need a sense of the essential self to 
provide a grounding for our actions, to ward off existential fear 
and anxiety and to provide a spring-board for action. So we 
write into our personal narratives the elements which confirm 
what we say we are. And here our bodily feelings and presence 
become central. In a world of apparently constant flux, where 
the fixed points keep moving or dissolving, we hold onto what 
seems most tangible, the truth of our bodily needs and desires, 
or, in the age of AIDS, our vulnerabilities. It is not surprising 
that the making and remaking of the body then becomes so 
basic to our assertion of identities. We worry about its health 
and the forces that can undermine it (smoking in relative 
private becomes more tabooed than having sex in public; our 
cholesterol levels more important than our protein intake); we 
5Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory 
(London: Duckworth, 1985), 219. 
6Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self Identity (Cambridge, 
England: Polity Press, 1991), 52-53. 
7 Alasdair MacIntyre, "The Virtues, the Unity of a Human 
Life, and the Concept of a Tradition," in Michael Sandel ed., 
Liberalism and its Critics (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984), 139. 
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run and work-out to ward off its infirmity and temporality (even 
as we collapse from exhaustion, sore feet, or painful muscles); 
we adorn it in clothes that affirm our sense of individuality (but 
which also provide a badge of our belonging to one sub-group 
or another; or our enslavement to the whims of the market 
place); we assert the imperatives of its desires and potentiality 
for pleasure (though they as often wrack us with their 
contradictory messages as confirm a single bodily truth). For 
the body is seen as the final court of judgement on what we 
are or can become. Why else are we so worried if sexual 
desires, whether homosexual or heterosexual, are inborn or 
acquired? For what other reason are we so concerned whether 
gendered behaviour corresponds with physical attributes? Only 
because everything else is so uncertain do we need the 
judgement that our bodies apparently dictate. 
Of course, the fact of different bodies matters; on the 
physiological differences of biological men and women has 
been built an empire of division. But the body is a fickle master 
or mistress: it needs change; it falls prey to want or plenty; to 
sickness and physical decay; its sources of pleasures can be 
transformed, whether through chance, training, physical 
alteration, mental control - or, increasingly, the demands of a 
new regime of 'safer-sex.' Even the apparently most decisive 
of differences between biological men and women, 
reproductive capacity, is now subject to major medical 
intervention and potential manipulation. The body is no more 
immune to the power of culture, and its transforming 
possibilities, than our mental attitudes or social identifications. 
The body, as Giddens suggests " ... in late modernity becomes 
increasingly socialised and drawn into the reflexive organization 
of social life. " 8 So we use the body as the focus of our sense 
of biographical continuity, whilst implicitly acknowledging our 
social belongings and cultural baggage. 
The sexual persona, like the whole personality, is, in 
Connell' s phrase, 9 a social practice seen from the perspective 
8Giddens, Modernity, 198. 
9R. W. Connell, Gender and Power (Cambridge, England: 
Polity Press, 1987), 220. 
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of the life history, but the sources of that personal history are 
inevitably cultural. The socio-sexual identities we adopt, 
inhabit, and adapt work in so far as they order and give 
meaning to individual needs and desires, but they are not 
emanations of those needs and desires. Indeed they have no 
necessary connection at all to the contingencies of the body. 
The sources of the narratives that keep us going, that make 
sense of our individual peculiarities, are deeply historical, 
dependent on social bonds that provide the map for personal 
meaning and· cultural identification. And those bonds are 
multiple: we come from different nations, classes, statuses, 
religions, racial, and ethnic groupings, different genders and 
generations and geographical areas, each of which contains a 
sliver of experience, a residue of a personal history, which we 
try to integrate into our personal biographies, to shape our 
individual identity. Sexual identity involves a perpetual 
invention and reinvention, but on ground fought over by many 
histories. 
Paradox 3: Sexual Identities are Simultaneously Historical and 
Contingent 
There is now plentiful historical evidence to sustain the 
statement that whilst heterosexual and homosexual (and many 
other sexual) practices may always have existed, clearly 
demarcated categories and identities of 'the heterosexual' or 
'the homosexual' are a very recent provenance. 
The idea that sexual identities are not simple 
expressions of bodily truth but are historical phenomena - and 
therefore constantly changing - is itself a relatively recent 
one, pioneered largely by feminist and lesbian and gay scholars. 
Its origins were, then, largely political, demonstrating the 
historicity and potential ephemerality of the categories we take 
for granted as natural and inevitable, even as their power was 
acknowledged. Behind this position is a clear assumption that, 
as Laclau puts it, " ... the constitution of a social identity is an 
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act of power and that identity as such is power. 1110 Sexual
identities embody power relations, rooted in many histories. 
We still know most about the constitution of western 
homosexual identities over the past few hundred years than 
about any other, particularly the overarching categorization of 
heterosexuality and heterosexual identities. Nor is this 
surprising, for the dominant or hegemonic form of any social 
position becomes the given, the taken for granted, part of the 
air we breathe, from which everything else becomes a 
deviation at best or a perversion at worst. As such it tends to 
escape thorough investigation - though this is now changing. 
We are increasingly accustomed to seeing sexuality as a 
spectrum along which lie many potential sexual desires and 
many different identities. But that easy pluralism obscures the 
fact that historically sexual identities have been organized into 
violent hierarchies, where some positions are marked as 
superior (more natural, healthier, more true to the body than 
others). The shapi.ng of a distinctive categorization of 'the 
homosexual' over the past century or so has been an act of 
power, whose effect, intended or not, has been to reinforce the 
normality of heterosexuality. As Eve Sedgwick has put it: 
The · importance - an importance - of the 
category II homosexual 11• comes not 
necessarily from its regulatory relation to a 
nascent or already constituted minority of 
homosexual people or desires, but from its 
potential for giving whoever wields it a 
structuring definitional leverage ... 11 
The emergence since the eighteenth century, she subsequently 
argues, of an institutionalized homophobia and homosexual 
panic, brutally separates men from men, but more crucially, 
10Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our 
Times (London: Verso, 1990), 30. 
11 Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature 
and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1985), 86. 
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serves to confirm and consolidate male (heterosexual) power 
not only over other men but over women, for: 
... the domination offered by the strategy is 
not only over a minority population, but over 
the bonds that structure all social form. 12 
In other words, the apparently neutral description of men as 
either homosexual or heterosexual since the nineteenth century 
conceals the intricate play of power, of domination, and 
subordination, which minoritizes the homosexual experience, 
and consolidates male power in a new, effective pattern. In the 
same fashion, it has been argued, the categorization, in 
psychology, sexology, and a variety of other social practices, 
of some women as homosexual and others as very definitely 
not, breaks the continuum of all women, and hence serves 
further to consolidate the sexual power of men. The fact that 
such arguments are still not only controversial in themselves 
but contested even as a starting point for debate is a testimony 
to the power of the categories that have become sedimented 
in our consciousness over the past century, and to our cultural 
preference for neat divisions of people and identities: you are 
either this or that. But the process of trying to divide people 
into heterosexual or homosexual groups has been a complex 
one, and one that is, in Eve Sedgwick's phrase, still "radically 
incomplete. "13 There are two related points that must be 
made here. 
The first is that the discursive construction of 
categories of sexual subjects is a constant process and 
involves a struggle over definitions on a sexual-political terrain 
that is ever-shifting. The agents of sexual regulation, whether 
state, churches, or other institutions such as those of medicine 
or psychology are involved in an effort of definition that is 
never-ending, and the reason for this is quite simply because 
sexual identities, including, perhaps especially heterosexual 
12Kosovsky, Between Men, 87. 
13 Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick, The Epistemology of the Closet 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 159. 
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ones, are profoundly unstable. Take two recent sexual-political 
events in respectively Britain and the United States. The 
notorious 'Clause 28' of the British Local Government Act 
passed in 1988 banned the " ... promotion of homosexuality 
as a pretended family relationship . . . " by local authorities. 
Whatever the political context in which it took place, its only 
rationale could have been an assumption that without such an 
act, the influence of an activist lesbian and gay movement 
could radically overflow the boundaries between heterosexual 
and homosexual, to the detriment of the former .14 Harwick 
decision by the USA Supreme Court in 1986, which denied the 
right to privacy to homosexuals, the court: 
.. . not only set the constitution's imprimatur 
on punishment of homosexual sodomy but 
equated that act with 'homosexuality' and 
indeed with 'homosexuals' - a group now not 
only defined but known by its sodomitical 
essence.15 
Here, the legal decision went in a different direction from the 
British case, taking a radical step towards taking for granted an 
immutable homosexual essence, defined by particular sexual 
practices. But in both cases, despite the contrary arguments, 
the clear aim and intention was to delimit the rights and claims 
of the lesbian and gay minority - in the interests of sustaining 
a heterosexual value system that was seen as simultaneously 
natural and inevitable, and fragile and undermined by the 
homosexual experience. 
The second point is that these categorizations and 
imposed definitions cannot and do not exhaust the actual lived 
experience of sexuality or the proliferation of oppositional 
14See Jeffrey Weeks, "Pretended Family Relationships," in 
Against Nature: Essays on History, Sexuality and Identity 
(London: Rivers Oram Press, 1991 ). 
15Janet E. Halley, "Misreading Sodomy: A Critique of the 
Classification of 'Homosexuals' in Federal Equal Protection 
Law," in Epstein and Straub eds., Body Guards, 356. 
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identities. In the case of homosexuality, there is plentiful 
evidence that cultures of opposition, pleasure, and self­
identification were emerging prior to, and then against the 
opprobrious categorizations that emerged in the law, medicine, 
sexology, and so on in the course of the nineteenth century. It 
is a characteristic of what Dollimore has called the "perverse 
dynamic" 16 that a political and sexual ordering is always 
internally disordered by the very perversities it produces and 
sets up against itself. The power to define may have set the 
limits on what could be said, done or spoken, but those 
apparently fixed by the definitions nevertheless produced their 
own resistances and identities. More recently, the emergence 
of a distinctive identity-politics around sexuality has articulated 
a growing recognition that the power to define itself combines 
a multiplicity of powers and hierarchies, not only around gender 
and sexuality, but also around race and ethnicity, class and 
status, which in turn has produced new frontiers in sexual 
politics and new forms of resistance. Sexual identities are 
enmeshed in relations of domination and subordination, where 
many histories intertwine. 
Yet if histories (rather than History) and various forms 
of power relations (rather than a single Power) provide the 
context for sexual identities, our assumption of them is not 
determined by the past but by the contingencies, changes, and 
opportunities of the historic present. As I have already 
suggested, · there is no necessary relationship between a 
particular organization of desire and a social identity. Many 
people who practise various forms of homosexual activity fail 
to recognize themselves in labels such as 'homosexual,' lesbian 
and gay, queer, or whatever the available identity is at any 
particular time, even in the west, where such descriptions and 
self-descriptions are hegemonic. In other parts of the world, 
homosexual practices, where they are not banned totally, are 
integrated into various patterns of relations, without giving rise 
to western-style identities, though other forms of identity do of 
course exist. This has become particularly crucial in the age of 
AIDS. It has sometimes been said that HIV and AIDS, in its 
16Jonathan Dollimore, Sexual Dissidence (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991 ), 160. 
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spread across the world, tells the truth about identity, revealing 
in infection what is concealed in social life. But it is often more 
accurate to say that HIV reveals the truth about often 
concealed sexual activities. The assumption that evidence of 
certain practices reveals the prevalence of identities is not only 
a fallacy, but a dangerous one, when it comes to health and 
safer-sex education, because it assumes that people will 
recognize themselves in social identities that are peculiar to 
very sp_ecific parts of the world. (The development in British 
AIDS work of a well-intentioned label of "men who have sex 
with men," is an attempt to recognize that existing labels do 
not exhaust homosexual activity, but compounds the problem 
by offering a social position that no-one recognizes themselves 
in. Most men who have sex with other men, who refuse a gay 
self-description, probably see themselves as heterosexual). 
Available identities are taken up for a variety of 
reasons: because they make sense of individual experiences, 
because they give access to communities of meaning and 
support, because they are politically chosen. These identities 
can, however, equally be refused, precisely because they do 
not make sense to an individual, or because they have no 
cultural purchase. 
Paradox 4: Sexual Identities are Fictions - But Necessary 
Fictions 
Sexual identities are historical inventions, which change 
in complex histories. They are imagined in contingent 
circumstances. They can be taken up and abandoned. To put 
it polemically, they are fictions. This is not of course how they 
are seen or experienced, or what we wish to believe. Worse, 
in the age of uncertainty which we are currently struggling 
through, to say this often seems a betrayal of what we need 
most desperately to hold on to, an arid intellectualism which 
leaves minorities without hope, and the vulnerable defenceless. 
As HIV disease visibly and remorselessly spread in the male gay 
communities of the west from the early 1980s, it was the 
existence of strong lesbian and gay communities and identities 
which provided social networks for support and campaigning, 
in developing a grammar for safer sex, in developing a language 
of resistance and survival. The homophobia which AIDS 
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encouraged and, to some, justified, demanded, and in fact 
greatly strengthened, lesbian and gay identities; without them, 
it often seemed in the embattled 1980s, there was nothing. 
But to say that something is a historical fiction is not to 
denigrate it. On the contrary, it is simply to recognize that we 
cannot escape our histories, and that we need means to 
challenge their apparently iron laws and inexorabilities by 
imagining alternatives. Oppositional sexual identities, in 
particular, provide such means and alternatives, fictions that 
provide sources of comfort and support, a sense of belonging, 
a focus for opposition, a strategy for survival, and cultural and 
political challenge. A fictional view of identity does two things. 
First of all it offers a critical view of all identities, 
demonstrating their historicity and arbitrariness. It denaturalizes 
them, revealing the coils of power that entangle them. It 
returns identities to the world of human beings, revealing their 
openness and contingency. 
Secondly, because of this, it makes human agency not 
only possible, but also essential. For if sexual identities are 
made in history, and in relations of power, they can also be re­
made. Identities then can be seen as sites of contestation. 
They multiply points of resistance and challenge, and expand 
the potentialities for change. Identities, particularly those 
identities which challenge the imposing edifice of Nature, 
History, Truth, are a resource for realizing human diversity. 
They provide means of realizing a progressive individualism, our 
"potential for individualization," 17 and a respect for difference. 
Myths, Frank Kermode has argued, are the agents of 
stability, " ... fictions are the agents of change. "18 
From this perspective, the dominant (hetero)sexual 
identities in our culture have some of the qualities of myths: 
they speak for an assumed naturalness, eternity, and truth 
which belie their historical and contingent nature. The radical, 
oppositional identities which have arisen in and against the 
17 Alberto Melucci, Nomads of the Present (London: 
Hutchinson Radius, 1989), 48. 
18 Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1967), 39. 
108 Jeffrey Weeks 
hegemonic ones can be seen as fictions: they offer an imagined 
alternative which provides the motivation and inspiration for 
change. In that sense, they are not only fictions - they are 
necessary fictions. Without them we would have no basis to 
explain our individual needs and desires, nor a sense of 
collective belonging that provides the agency and means for 
change. 
The danger is that these historical inventions, these 
fictional unities, become closed, the exclusive home of those 
who identify with them, "neo-tribes" in Maffesoli's phrase. As 
such they can become barriers to change themselves. But if 
their historicity, openness, flexibility - fictional qualities - are 
acknowledged fully, they provide the opportunity for thinking 
about not only who you are, but also who you want to 
become. They reveal the power relations that inhibit change, by 
making power visible. And once we accept that sexuality takes 
its form from historically specific power relations, then it 
becomes possible to imagine new forms of desire which are not 
blocked by a sense of powerlessness and inevitability. 
Oppositional sexual identities provide vistas for a yet 
unimagined future. By interrogating and challenging normalising 
and imposed forms of identity, it becomes possible to explore 
the limits of subjectivity, to invent oneself in new ways. 
Identities in this sense are less about expressing an 
essential truth about our sexual being; they are more about 
mapping out different values: the values of relationships, of 
belonging, of difference and diversity. They provide continuous 
possibilities for invention and re-invention, open processes 
through which change can happen. As Foucault put it, 
specifically referring to gay identities, but with a wider echo: 
There ought to be an inventiveness special to 
a situation like ours .. . We must think that 
what exists is far from filling all possible 
spaces. To make a truly unavoidable challenge 
to the question: what can we make work, what 
new game can we invent? 19 
19Sylvere Lotringer ed., Foucault Live (Interviews 1966-84) 
(New York: Semiotext(e) Foreign Agents Series, 1989), 209. 
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That, of course, means that sexual identities are more than 
troubling on a personal level; they also cause trouble on a 
social level. I agree with Judith Butler's summing up of the 
paradox of identity: 
I'm permanently troubled by identity categories, 
consider them to be invariable stumble-blocks, 
and understand them, even promote them, as 
sites of necessary trouble. 20 
want to look at some of the trouble that sexual identities 
must necessarily cause, and the possible inventions that can 
take us into unchartered territory. I shall do this by 
concentrating on two linked themes that have been at the 
centre of the radical sexual identity politics of the past 
generation: the promotion of sexual autonomy and choice, and 
the recognition of social belonging, and "respect for 
otherness." They are closely linked, because one presupposes 
the other, but they often push in different directions: the first 
towards an affirmation of individuality, and of individual choice, 
the second towards social involvement and alignment. Both 
pose powerful questions about the role of identities and the 
limits of choice in a postmodern world. 
Autonomy and Sexual Citizenship 
"What to do? How to act? Who to be?:" such 
questions, Giddens suggests, are focal for everyone living in 
circumstances of late modernity, 21 and they presuppose 
choice where the possibilities are varied and diverse. 'Choice' 
is a term that comes naturally to the postmodern person. And 
choice of lifestyles is central to radical sexual politics; choice 
to realize our sexual desire, choice in the pattern of sexual 
relationships, choice in our general ways of life. Increasingly 
20 Judith Butler, "Imitation and Gender Insubordination," in 
Diana Fuss ed., Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories 
(New York and London: Routledge 1991 ), 14. 
21 Giddens, Modernity, 70. 
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the sexual world is made up of different ways of life, some 
cohabiting more or less equably, others in often violent conflict, 
a kaleidoscope of many coloured forms of living, each 
expressing and sustaining different personal and cultural 
identities. Diversity appears to be the only truth about 
postmodern sexuality. 
Sexual diversity provides the space for what John 
Stuart Mill in the last century called "experiments in living,". 
and with such experiments come the possibility of expanding 
further the range of choice and the potentialities of different 
ways of living.22 
For a radical sexual ethos those practices can only be, 
in Foucault's term, "practices of freedom. "23 But what do 
such practices involve? Freedom for what? 
To construct the self as a creative self, to allow the 
individual to become the artist of his or her life, in sexual as in 
other aspects of social existence: these provide the goals of a 
radical sexual politics. Such a position does not take for 
granted that these possibilities already exist. Instead it 
suggests the values by which we can critique the normative 
and restrictive systems that do exist, and the potentialities that 
can be realized if the barriers were to be removed. Sexual 
autonomy is not a description of what exists; it is an aspiration 
which we can progressively move towards, if never fully 
achieve. 
Autonomy in this sense is a private and personal goal. 
It demands an impartiality and fairness in the acceptance of 
individual choices. It assumes a right for the individual choices. 
It assumes a right for the individual to make certain personal 
choices. And it offers a goal for personal development. For 
Rorty, that privatization of goals is not only necessary but 
sufficient: "The vocabulary of self-creation is necessarily 
22 John Stuart Mill, "On Liberty," in Three Essays (Oxford 
and New York, 1975), 79. 
23Michel Foucault, "The ethic of care for the self as a 
practice of freedom," in Ames Bernauer and David Rasmussen, 
The Final Foucault (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988), 3. 
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private, unshared, unsuited to argument. "24 The enhancement 
and protection of privacy, especially with regard to sexual 
matters, is indeed a desirable aim, but to see that as enough is 
inadequate. It ignores the social context in which the private 
and the self is always constructed, and the cultural and political 
consequences of arguing for individual autonomy and choice in 
a world still enshrouded in moralistic endeavours. 25 
The goal of autonomy and choice, therefore, 
presupposes a more public project. Individual life, as Rorty26 
acknowledges is a constant reweaving of a web of relations, 
which are deeply social, and it is only in and through social 
involvements that autonomy can be realized. 
The social movements concerned with sexuality that 
have emerged since the 1960s, the feminist and lesbian and 
gay movements especially, assume that it is though social 
involvement and collective action that individuality can be 
realized. The new movements can be interpreted as a revolt 
against the forms of subjectification that the contemporary 
world has given rise to, a challenge to the technologies of 
power which by defining individuals in particular ways pin them 
to particular subordinated identities and locations in society. 
They reveal the complexity of modern social relations, and the 
intractability of the contradictions and tensions these give rise 
to. 
Such movements are clearly not expressing a pre­
existing essence of social being. Identities and belongings are 
being constructed in the very process of organization itself. But 
the political language that has developed, the language of 
community, is one resonant with history and meaning. 
By definition, communities are not fixed once and for 
all. They change as the arguments over time continue, and as 
24Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), xiv. 
25 Richard Shusterman, "PostmodernistAestheticism: A New 
Moral Philosophy," Theory, Culture and Society 5 :2-3 (June 
1 988): 333ff. 
26 Rorty, Contingency, 43. 
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other communities exercise their gravitational pull. But at the 
same time, the social relations of a community are repositories 
of meaning for its members, not sets of mechanical linkages 
between isolated individuals. 27 A community offers a 
"vocabulary of values" through which individuals construct 
their understanding of the social world, and of their sense of 
identity and belonging.28 Communities provide embeddedness 
in a world which seems constantly on the verge of 
fragmentation. 
But if community is constitutive, it is also imagined. 
The idea of community has different meanings for its members, 
depending on their own outlooks, experiences, and allegiances. 
It is the idea of the community itself, whether a village, an 
ethnic group, a religious affiliation, a sexual minority, that is the 
true integrative element. 
A sexual community, then, has the potential to go 
beyond the limits of what is; it provides an agenda for other 
ways of being. Community stands for some notion of solidarity, 
a solidarity which empowers and enables, and makes individual 
and social action possible. The sexual movements of recent 
years have both encouraged and built on a sense of 
community, a space where hitherto execrated sexual activity 
and identities have been affirmed and sustained. Such a 
validation of community has been at the centre of the response 
to HIV and AIDS by the group most affected in the west, gay 
men. It has made possible a social and cultural response whose 
aim, in Richard Goldstein's words, is " . . .  to promote survival, 
demand attention, and defeat stigma. "29 As Watney has 
argued, it is also a sense of belonging to some kind of 
27 A. Cohen, The Symbolic Construction of Community
(Chichester and London: Ellis HorwoodlTavistock, 1986), 98. 
28 1bid., 114. 
29Richard Goldstein, "The Implicated and the Immune: 
Responses to AIDS in the Arts and Popular Culture," in Dorothy 
Nelkin, Avid Willis and Scott V. Parris eds., A Disease of 
Society: Cultural and Institutional Responses to AIDS 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 37. 
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community " ... that will always determine the development of 
a resilient sense of self-esteem which is demonstrably the sine 
qua non of safer sex education. "30 The absence of a sense of 
community around sexual issues amongst other groups 
affected by the epidemic has been a critical factor in limiting 
the development of a culture of safer sex and personal 
responsibility. (And it is worth noting that it is only in the wake 
of the AIDS crisis that the term 'heterosexual community' has 
come into use; a term defined more by its absence of meaning 
than by its resonant social pressure.) 
"Sexual dissidence," to use Jonathan Dollimore's 
phrase, is ultimately dependent upon the growth of that sense 
of common purpose and solidarity represented by the term 
community. With the development of a sexual movement with 
a sense of its own history and social role, the idea of 
community becomes a critical norm through which alternatives 
are opened up. 
It makes possible, in the first place, acts of 
transgressive subversion. Transgression, the breaching of 
boundaries, the pushing of experience to the limits, the 
challenge to the Law, whatever it is, is a crucial moment in any 
radical sexual project. As an individual act it speaks of a self 
obscured by an ignoble sexual order. For many this act of 
defiance i$ the expression of a buried truth. It would be 
difficult, argues Dollimore, " ... to overestimate the importance 
in modern Western culture of transgression in the name of an 
essential sense which is the origin and arbiter of the 'true,' the 
real (and/or natural) . . .  "31 But even when the social origins 
of identities and the complexities of desire are recognized, the 
living out of individual acts of defiance can challenge the status 
quo. As Garber says, one of the most important aspects of 
cross-dressing " .. . is the way in which it offers a challenge to 
easy notions of binarity, putting into question the categories of 
30Simon Watney 1991, "AIDS: The Second Decade: Risk, 
Research and Modernity," in Peter Aggleton, Graham Hart and 
Peter Davies eds., AIDS: Responses, Intervention and Care 
(London: The Falmer Press, 1991), 13. 
31 Dollimore, Dissidence, 39. 
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'female' and 'male."'32 In the same way, the appearance of 
self-affirming groups of militant lesbians or gay men in the 
1970s disrupted expectations of the natural order of 
heterosexuality. 
The difficulty with transgression, however, is that the 
limits are always flexible and changing. At one time it seemed 
transgressive to be open about one's homosexuality. Today, in 
many circles, people are more shocked to hear that a self 
declared lesbian or gay man is having a heterosexual affair. In 
an age when Madonna's recycling of well-worn sado­
masochistic iconography sells millions of copies through 
mainstream publishers, it is difficult to believe that any 
individual act in itself will shock. What matters more are the 
critical elements and the alternatives spelled out in the 
transgressive transactions, the new niches of possibility that 
appear, and these depend on the changing social geography of 
sexuality. 
As Teresa de Lauretis argues, homosexuality today: 
is no longer to be seen simply as marginal with 
regard to a dominant, stable form of sexuality 
. . . it is no longer to be seen as merely 
transgressive or deviant vis a vis a proper 
natural sexuality . . . according to the older 
pathological model, or as just another optional 
'lifestyle,' according to the model of North 
American pluralism. Instead, male and female 
homosexualities ... may be reconceptualized 
as sexual and cultural forms in their own right, 
albeit emergent ones and thus still fuzzily 
defined, undercoded, or discursively dependent 
on more established forms. 33 
32Garber, Vested Interests, 10. 
33Teresa de Lauretis, "Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay 
Sexualities: An Introduction," Differences: A Journal of 
Feminist Cultural Studies 5 (Summer 1991 ): iii. 
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But though the alternative sexual and cultural forms 
may be notoriously fuzzy, and highly contested within and 
without, the perversive and transgressive dynamic is still at 
play, though now not simply as an individual act of subversion 
but as a collective activity. Witness as evidence of this the 
appearance in the early 1990s within the lesbian and gay 
communities of North America and elsewhere of the idea of a 
new 'queer politics:' 
A new generation of activists is here. They 
have come out into communities devastated by 
the HIV epidemic and into political 
consciousness through the struggle around 
AIDS. But AIDS is not their main focus. The 
new generation calls itself queer, not lesbian, 
gay and bisexual - awkward, narrow and 
perhaps compromised words. Queer is meant 
to be confrontational - opposed to gay 
assimilationists and straight oppressors while 
inclusive of people who have been marginalized 
by anyone in power ... 34 
Just as the widespread adoption of the term 'gay' in 
the late 1960s betokened a rejection of the cautious, adaptive, 
and what appeared to the new activists as the apologetic style 
of the old homophile movement, so the new queer politics 
signals a break with the minoritizing and integrationist 
strategies of the lesbian and gay politics of the 1970s and 
1980s - ironically at the very moment when that politics was 
successfully breaking into the mainstream: 
The queers are constructing a new culture by 
combining elements that usually don't go 
together. They may be the first wave of 
activists to embrace the retrofuture/classic 
contemporary styles of postmodernism. They 
34Allan Berube and Jeffrey Escoffier, 11 Queer Nation, 11 
Outlook: National Lesbian and Gay Quarterly (Windsor) 11 
(1991): 12. 
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are building their own identity from old and 
new elements - borrowing styles and tactics 
from popular culture, communities of colour, 
hippies, AIDS activists, the antinuclear 
movement, MTV, feminists and early gay 
liberationists. Their new culture is slick, quick, 
anarchic, transgressive, ironic. They are deadly 
serious but they wanna have fun. 35 
Like their forbearers in the radical sexual politics of the 
1970s, there is a dual movement at work: the construction of 
a new identity, with all the characteristic paradox of asserting 
similarity and difference, and a challenge to rigid 
categorizations, by embracing all who would identify with the 
new politics, whatever their previous sexual iden_tities, 
preferences or activities. 
Queer politics has all the defects of a contestatory 
style: although it seeks to deconstruct old rigidities, it creates 
new boundaries; although it is deliberately transgressive, it 
enacts its dissidence through the adoption of a descriptive label 
which many lesbian and gays find offensive, often seeking 
enemies within as much as enemies without. Despite this, it is 
an important phenomenon not only because of what it says or 
does, but because it is a reminder of the perpetual 
inventiveness of a collective sexual politics which stretches 
towards alternative ways of being. Whatever one thinks of it, 
it illustrates the continuing construction of identities and a 
sense of community which transcends old certainties and 
divisions, whilst challenging the epistemology of sexuality 
itself: 
Queer culture and politics herald a lesbian and 
gay sexuality that is SEXUAL, SEXY and 
SUBVERSIVE - not only of heterosexist 
notions of being, but of former lesbian and gay 
orthodoxies . . . .  Queer promises a refusal to 
assimilate into invisibility. It provides a way of 
35Berube, 11 Queer Nation, 11 14.
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asserting desires that shatter gender identities 
and sexualities ... 36 
This is a mode of politics that is simultaneously 
deconstructive (contesting what is as arbitrary and restrictive), 
and reconstructive (asserting the validity of desires and ways 
of being that have been ignored or denied). But as we know 
only too well, different ways of life frequently come into 
conflict with one another. At the same time, it is important to 
recognize that not all manifestations of otherness should be 
fostered. How can we live with difference, with choice, 
without threatening to obliterate the pluralism on which 
difference and choice are based? 
The establishment of a norm (as opposed to a reluctant 
acceptance) of pluralism and diversity demands further 
normative guidelines or principles. This requires that respect for 
'otherness' is brought within the bounds of validity, and 
becomes a norm itself. 
A simple pluralism, which endorses all ·that is, leaves 
untouched the power relations which promote or inhibit certain 
ways of life at the expense of others. It refuses, or perhaps 
more fairly, finds difficult the sort of evaluation which is 
prepared to say that certain acts are impermissible, that 
freedom has to be balanced by some sort of responsibility, to 
self and others. Endorsement of a freedom to act without 
constraint, to realize one's desires without respect for others 
is a legacy of a sexual libertarianism which relies on an 
essentialist view of human nature. It assumes that the only 
way of seeing sex in relation to society is in terms of a dialectic 
of repression and release. A progressive individualism has to be 
based on a support of a freedom to be, in the context of our 
multiple social bonds and responsibilities to others; by 
recognizing, in other words, the social context of sexuality. 
The debate on safer sex in the wake of the HIV and 
AIDS epidemic illustrates what is at stake. Much of the early 
discussion was based on a crucial distinction between risk 
groups and risk activities. The early moralistic response 
36Cherry Smyth, Lesbians Talk Queer Nations (London: 
Scarlet Press, 1992), 59-60. 
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assumed that it was belonging to a risk group (the notorious 
four Hs: homosexuals, Haitians, Heroin addicts, haemophiliacs 
especially) which predisposed a person to the virus. Activists, 
on the contrary, stressed that is was not who you were, but 
what you did that counted. But a recognition that certain 
activities were dangerous (unprotected intercourse, injecting 
drugs) produced a refinement of the debate: yo_u could avoid or 
reduce risk not simply by stopping doing something, but by 
doing it more safely, for example, through only having 
protected sex, by avoiding sharing needles, or exchanging body 
fluids. In other words, a morality of the act (you must not do 
this or that) was being displaced by what could be called an 
ethics (or erotics) of responsibility: my doing this is conditioned 
by my sense of responsibility to myself to minimise risk, and 
my care and responsibility to others, to avoid the danger of 
transmitting a virus. 
Practices of freedom imply an individualism which 
avoids actions which can harm, damage, or exploit others, 
which respects difference, and which recognizes that the full 
development of oneself presupposes and expects the free 
development of others. Care for the self requires care for 
others, and for otherness. As Heller and Feher put it: 
If the end of the individual is self-determination, 
then the higher purpose to which the individual 
is committed is likely to be the self­
determination of other. Put the other way 
round: aiming at the self-determination of 
others is the very purpose behind the 
individual's self-realization which is never to the 
detriment of the person's self-determination. 37 
This is close to the position argued by Gilligan when 
she distinguished between an ethic of responsibility and an 
ethic of justice. An ethic of justice assumes an ethical-political 
world where autonomous subjects balance claims and rights 
according to certain universal principles. An ethic of 
37 Agnes Heller and Ferenc Feher, The Postmodern Political 
Condition (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988), 36. 
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responsibility, on the other hand, emerges from the experience 
of connectedness, compassion, and sensitivity to context, for 
"we know ourself as separate only insofar as we live in 
connection with others. "38 For Gilligan the distinctions 
between concepts of justice and responsibility are rooted 
respectively in male and female experiences, but it is more 
useful to see them as two moments in a common process of 
relating a respect for difference to a search for common 
principles for living together. 
A care and responsibility for otherness requires a 
drawing in of others to one's own interpretive framework, a 
willingness to listen, to hold open a space in which difference 
can unfold in its variety of ways and a curiosity about those 
who are different from oneself. Curiosity is a crucial value for 
both Rorty and Foucault. Rorty elevates curiosity to the level 
of a primary virtue. It is the opposite to cruelty, a major 
characteristic of which is incuriosity. Curiosity, in contrast, 
takes the form of a concerned attitude to the details of the 
lives of others. 39 But it is important, Foucault -stresses, that 
this is not a paternalistic care, but requires a lightness of touch. 
Foucault sees curiosity as one of his three principles of 
morality: refusal, a questioning of what is proposed to us as 
self-evident, innovative, a seeking out of those things that have 
never been thought out or imagined, and curiosity as the 
essential bridge.40 
But care, responsibility, openness, curiosity: all assume 
an awareness of injustice, marked, as White puts it, by a " ... 
subtle grieving for all those who bear the added burden of a life 
38Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory 
and Women's Development (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1982), 63. 
39Stephen K. White, Political Theory and Postmodernity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991 ), 92. 
40"Power, Moral Values and the Intellectual: An Interview 
with Michel Foucault," History of the Present 4 (Spring 1988): 
1.
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of needless suffering and injustice . . .  " 41 The recognition of 
vulnerability, not only of oneself but of others, to injustice, in 
turn implies a concept of justice based on a recognition of, 
support for, and fostering of different, non-exploitative ways of 
being. 
Conclusion 
Let me, finally, try to bring these various strands 
together, for some open ended conclusions. 
To say that identities are necessary fictions is not to 
demean them. On the contrary, it serves to open identity to 
history, contingency, and agency. In the times we live in, with 
their sense of uncertainty and danger as well as opportunity, 
identities, and the communities of meaning that shape them 
and sustain them, provide a home which make action possible. 
But not all identities have the same implications, nor the same 
value. 
In the field of sexuality it seems clear to me that those 
identities, necessary fictions, that challenge the tyranny of an 
assumed destiny, that open the way to choice, diversity and 
autonomy, are better, "wiser and nicer," in Auden's words in 
praise of private faces in public places, than those mythical 
identities that parade themselves as Natural and True. They 
cause trouble, are usually a proper nuisance, and open things 
up. 
But that is not the end of the matter. For unless we are 
able to spell out the values which underlie the sexual political 
stance we make, all we are doing is adding another unargued 
assertion to the cacophony of competing identities, with no 
point of contact, engagement, or dialogue. I have tried here to 
spell out two issues that strike me as crucial to the values I 
espouse, and to look at some of their implications: the question 
of autonomy and choice; and the problems of social alignment 
and belonging, and the rights and responsibilities to ourselves 
and others that these entail. 
These in turn open up other issues, however: questions 
of sexual democracy and sexual citizenship. Autonomy has no 
41 White, Political Theory, 125. 
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value unless it is linked to democracy, belonging can be 
tyrannous unless it is related to citizenship. We start with who 
and what we are; we end with thinking about all our values 
and principles and the polity to which we belong. The detailed 
exploration of these values and principles belongs to another 
time, another day. But it is because I think they are important 
that I am happy to accept the exquisite truth that sexual 
identities are fictions, and I believe in them willingly. 

LIVING WITH UNCERTAINTY 
Jeffrey Weeks 
An Age of Uncertainty 
I want to begin with an assertion, which I hope the rest 
of my talk will substantiate. We live in an age of uncertainty, 
where firm guarantees seem in short supply and where our 
cultural goals are clouded and indeterminate. Nowhere is this 
uncertainty more acute than in the domain of sexuality, which 
has been the focus of so many recent moral panics and 
controversies. 
Over the past generation we have seen dramatic 
changes in all the indices of sexual behaviour in all western 
countries, and many other parts of the world. Marriage rates 
have fallen, divorce rates have risen. Pre-marital sex has 
become a norm, while the stigma of illegitimacy has fallen 
away. In Britain now, a third of live conceptions are outside 
marriage and about half the female population of marrying age 
co-habit before marriage. Female sexuality is no longer so much 
of a 'dark continent,' and a form of it shouts at us from 
billboards, newspapers, the media, and through pornography. 
Even men, some men at least, are questioning traditional sexual 
behaviour, and where they are not retreating into the 
wilderness pursuing some mystical mine of true bodily 
communion, are beginning to interrogate their relationship with 
women as well as other men. Strong and cohesive lesbian and 
gay communities are challenging the silence of the closet, the 
hegemony of heterosexuality - and even the entrenched 
values of the military. 
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Sexuality, the social relations that organize it, and the 
values that shape our attitudes and behaviour, is succumbing 
to the twin dissolvents of traditional structures: secularization, 
that is progressively, if unevenly, breaching the link between 
religion and sexual life, and liberalization, that has weakened 
the link between morality and law, and asserted more clearly 
than ever before the centrality of individual choice. Each in turn 
is shaped by the ever-growing complexity of social relations 
and the dialectic between globalization and localization, 
between the creation of a world market in ideas, concepts, 
ways of life, and the growth of a culture of difference which 
celebrates the local, the communal, the particular, which 
increasingly dominates our cultural and political battles. The 
result has been a diversification of identities and lifestyles, and 
hence of value systems. 
This is of course an 'unfinished revolution.' We know 
that sexual choice can lead to sexual misery; that the 
'liberation' of female sexuality has also opened the possibility 
of increased exploitation; that the recognition of childhood 
sexuality is accompanied by a greater recognition of child sex 
abuse; that the increased social profile of lesbians and gay men 
has also led to an increase of violence; that questions of 
reproductive choice are ensnared in vast political controversy; 
that the new reproductive technology has as many threats to 
women as opportunities; and that snaking through all the 
changes is the ghastly presence of a new and devastating 
epidemic. 
Not surprisingly, in such a context, sexuality has 
become, to an unprecedented degree, a battle ground of 
polarized political forces and contending values. New social 
movements around sexuality, especially feminism and the 
lesbian and gay movements, but also a variety of other groups 
from bisexuals and sado-masochists to sex-workers and many 
in between, have challenged traditional hierarchies of values 
and asserted the validity of new identities and ways of life. 
Moral conservatives in turn have used sexual issues, whether 
the power of sexual representations in pornography and art, the 
contents of sex education, or touchstone issues such as 
abortion or homosexuality, to mobilize political forces to 
achieve new political power. The moral majority in the 1980s 
may not have been either moral or a majority but it was 
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certainly influential. At the same time, old and new 
fundamentalisms have sought to assert their moral agenda at 
the expense of the freedom and autonomy of those less 
blessed by absolutist convictions. While many groups and 
interests affirm their certainties, the evidence suggests a deep 
and profound uncertainty about how we should respond to the 
changes that are transforming our lives, and our attitude 
towards sexuality. 
In such a climate it is not surprising that the health 
crises around HIV and AIDS, with all its links with, and 
implications for, sexual behaviour and values, has become a 
focus for these wider uncertainties about sexuality. 
The person with HIV or AIDS must live with uncertainty 
all the time: the uncertainty of diagnosis, of prognosis, of 
reactions of friends, families, loved ones, of anonymous and 
fearful or hate-filled others. 
Everyone else must live with the uncertainty too: the 
uncertainty bred of risk, of possible infection, of not knowing, 
of loss. Uncertainty breeds anxiety and fear: about the past 
and for the present and future. 
The truth of AIDS is that its· impact is not 
predetermined, but haphazard. There is no straight forward 
correlation between life-style and HIV infection. People who 'do 
risky things' do not necessarily fall ill. As yet ill-understood co­
factors (way of life, general health, incidence of poverty, and 
other diseases) may ease the way; but a high element of 
chance determines who will get HIV and then who among 
these will fall prey to opportunistic diseases. 'Contingency' is 
a hall-mark of the AIDS crisis. 
Chance, accident, contingency: these are more than 
characteristics of a particular set of diseases. They appear as 
markers of the present. Things seem to happen to us, without 
apparent rationale or justification. The hope of modernity, that 
we could control nature, become the masters of all we survey, 
may be brought to naught by the pimple on the queen's head, 
by a stray assassin's bullet, by the fluttering of a butterfly in 
the jungles of Asia - or by a microscopic organism unknown 
until the 1980s. 
126 Jeffrey Weeks 
'Al DS' of course should not be used as a metaphor for 
anything. 1 It is, as AIDS activists have put it, 'a natural 
disaster,' though one helped along by prejudice, discrimination, 
and less than benign neglect. It is not a judgement from God, 
not 'nature's revenge' on any group of people, not a symbol of 
a culture gone wrong. HIV disease is an illness like any other, 
and it should be confronted with all the compassion, empathy, 
and resources that other major health crises demand. 
But that is not, of course, how it has been seen. As the 
proliferation of metaphors surrounding it suggests, HIV was not 
responded to like any other virus. During the ·1980s AIDS did, 
therefore r become a symbol: of a culture at odds with itself, of 
a global issue that evoked a multitude of local passions, 
moralities and prejudices, the epitome of a civilization whose 
values were uncertain. 
The AIDS crisis has had a powerful impact on our 
culture not simply because of the accumulation of individual 
and collective suffering, but also because it illumines many of 
our contemporary discontents and dilemmas, exposing many a 
dark and murky corner of our collective unconscious. In its 
contours, in the reactions it has evoked and the political and 
social remedies proposed for it, it symbolises the unfinished 
revolution in attitudes towards sexual and wider cultural 
change. The changes of the past generation have dramatically 
changed the possibilities of choice with regard to ways of life, 
public identities, and personal autonomy. At the same time the 
recognition of sexual diversity as a fact of life has only partially 
been translated into a full acceptance of a norm of diversity. As 
the AIDS crises dramatized, the repression of sexual absolutism 
lay barely dormant under the surface, ready to return with a 
vengeance as the epidemic took hold. The AIDS crisis is in part 
a crisis about cuitural diversity: how we live with it, how we 
deal with its complexities and moral challenges, how we can 
· balance diverse needs with collective values. The AIDS crisis
today overshadows any discussion of personal, especially
sexual, life. So any discussion of sexual values, as we
approach the end of the millennium, must confront the
1 See, for example, Susan Sontag, AIDS and its Metaphors 
(London: Allen Lane, 1989). 
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challenge of AIDS. It is at the crossroads of a number of 
important cultural trends, illustrating that dialectic of the global 
and the local I mentioned earlier. 2 
It reminds us about our inter-dependence. Migrations 
across countries and continents, from country to town, from 
'traditional' ways of life to 'modern,' in flight from persecution, 
poverty or sexual repression, made the spread of HIV possible. 
The modern information society, global programmes, 
international consultations and conferences, makes possible a 
world-wide response to threatening disaster. 
Yet the very scale and speed of this internationalization 
of experiences forces us to seek localized or specialized 
identities, to resurrect or create particularist traditions, to 
invent moralities. Part of the shock of AIDS, as Paula A. 
Treichler has put it, was " . . . the shock of identity. "3 And 
identity assumes difference. In becoming aware of the global 
village, we seem to need to affirm and reaffirm our local 
loyalties. 
HIV and AIDS expose the intolerant value systems that 
regulate sexuality. But they have also shown the possibility of 
new ways of facing the challenge of human n�ed and change. 
The epidemic has provided opportunities for creating new 
identities and communities, forged in the furnace of suffering, 
loss, and survival: a testimony to the possibilities of realizing 
human bonds and radically humanist values across the chasms 
of an unforgiving culture. 
Values: Why .Values, Whose Values? 
I have mentioned values several times already and 
linked them to a wider theme of cultural uncertainty. But values 
are controversial. The question I want to address now is the 
2For a more detailed discussion of this theme see Jeffrey 
Weeks, "Postmodern AIDS?" in Tessa Boffin and Sunil Gupta, 
eds., Ecstatic Antibodies: Resisting the AIDS Mythology 
(London: Rivers Oram Press, 1990). 
3Paula A. Treichler, "AIDS, Homophobia and Bio-Medical 
Discourse," Cultural Studies 1 :3 (October 1987). 
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following: is it possible, without surrendering to absolutism or 
fundamentalist beliefs of one sort or another, to find values and 
principles which can help us to navigate the stormy and 
uncertain waters surrounding us? Implicit in what I have said so 
far, and explicit, I hope, in what follows, is the answer "yes." 
But first I want to explain why I am concerned with value 
debates. 
We live, breathe and excrete values, writes Fekete, 
"Yet it is no exaggeration to say that the oceans and 
continents of value, though much travelled remain almost 
unchartered in any way suitable for the navigational 
contingencies of postmodern itineraries. 
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This underlines a crucial issue. We are besieged by 
value debates. The last decade or so, as I have suggested, has 
seen a torrent of value-laden arguments, largely from the 
political and moral right, but also from popes and preachers, 
ayatollahs, religious revivalists, and fundamentalists of various 
political hues, which tell us unrelentingly how we should live, 
and whose protagonists do their best to ensure that we 
conform to their strictures. Yet the overwhelming feeling is of 
moral confusion in our culture rather than moral certainty. The 
"fashionable madmen," as W.H. Auden called them, parade 
their fantasies of the final reconciliation between our desires 
and their will, yet we actually live with a confusing plurality of 
values, some particularist, some claiming a universal validity, 
but each rooted in different traditions, histories, and theoretical 
and political trajectories, and many of them in stark 
contradiction, one to the other. 
For sexual radicals, values have unfortunate 
connotations. They remind us from Britain of Margaret 
Thatcher evoking 'Victorian values' in her fruitless attempt to 
hold back the tide of family and sexual change in the 1980s. 
Or we can think of the long campaigns in the USA to 
strengthen 'Family values,' a lightly coded but potent symbol 
of moral conservatives' attempts to limit lesbian and gay rights 
and abortion, and hostility to domestic diversity. It is difficult 
to forget the vitriol with which Republican leaders at the 
4John Fekete, Life after Postmodernism. Essays on Value 
and Culture (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 1988), i. 
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presidential convention in 1992 proclaimed family values and 
denounced those who it was proclaimed undermined them: the 
usual list of suspects, especially pro-choicers and lesbian and 
gay rights supporters. It is perhaps even more difficult to forget 
Vice-President Quayle's immortal intervention into the debate: 
his denunciation of Murphy Brown, a character in a TV 
programme, for having a child outside wedlock. Here fact and 
fiction intermingled seamlessly, underlining the symbolic 
potency of the issue and the confidence with which moral 
conservatives can target the issue of sexual change. But as a 
tee-shirt announced during the election, "Hate is not a family 
value;" and we should not forget that Murphy Brown 
responded to the Vice-President in a later TV episode. Values 
are not exclusively right-wing. 
My central argument is that we must rethink sexual 
issues by exploring, not rejecting the plurality of ways of life 
and values that exist. Rather than imposing an artificial order 
on moral confusion as our contemporary moral absolutists 
would seek to do, we need to learn how to negotiate the 
hazards of social complexity and moral diversity. It is 
sometimes said that the contemporary progressive agenda 
lacks a unifying 'vision' which can bind disparate needs and 
aspirations into a coherent end project. New visions, I suggest, 
are the last thing we need to seek. Visions of a glorious, 
transcendent future are what have led us astray, whether it is 
the vision of a personal 'liberation' or of the redemption of 
social life in a new and higher type of civilization. Instead, we 
need to clarify Ol,H values, in their multiplicity and plurality. We 
can only negotiate the oceans and continents of value if we 
first chart their heterogeneity. 
On a group of theories, David Mclellan has argued one 
can " ... found a school. But on a group of values one can 
found a culture, a civilization, a new way of living together. "5 
For speaking of values is a way of describing the sort of life we 
5 David Mclellan, "Introduction," in David Mclellan and 
Sean Sayers, eds., Socialism and Morality (New York: St 
Martin's Press, 1990), 3. 
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want to lead, or think we should lead.6 Values provide a series 
of principles from which we can try to deduce goals, and then 
develop policies. Values help us to clarify what we believe to 
be right or wrong, permissible and impermissible. They should 
also, in a complex and pluralistic world, help us to ensure that 
what we think is right is not necessarily what other people 
think is right, and to find ways of resolving differences in a 
democratic fashion. 
Diversity and democracy, therefore, provide major foci 
of my argument and set the parameters for what follows. 
These are potent yet ambiguous terms, for their meanings 
change as the world changes, and as needs and desires change 
with it. At the centre of my own perspective is a belief that it 
is wrong to seek the 'truth' of values, ethics, and morality 
either in history, theory, science, or some extra-terrestrial 
source. On the contrary, we constantly invent or re-invent 
moralities as we face the contingencies of the present and the 
veiled landmarks of the future. This makes talking about values 
peculiarly hazardous, but all the more necessary. 
Let me expose the logic of the development of my own 
interest in value questions. My own research and writing about 
sexuality have been shaped by a rejection of what have come 
to be known as essentialist arguments and an attempt to 
elaborate what has generally, though inadequately, been called 
'social constructionism.' I do not intend here, and I am sure 
you could not wish for me, to go into the intricacies of the 
arguments. The basic assumption has been that it is deeply 
problematic to think of sexuality as a purely natural 
phenomenon, outside the boundaries of society and culture. 
We have all too readily believed that sexuality is the most 
natural thing about us, that our drives are fixed and inherent, 
that our identities are dictated by that nature and those drives, 
and that a history of sexuality must, therefore, be no more than 
an account of reactions to those basic biological givens. 
Over the past twenty years most of the assumptions 
behind those positions have been profoundly challenged, 
building on a century of challenges to essentialist modes of 
6Paul Feyerabend, Farewell to Reason (London: Verso, 
1987), 24. 
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thought. Through anthropology and social analysis we have 
strengthened our awareness of the relativity of sexual norms. 
From Freud we can derive (though sadly most interpreters have 
not) insights into the tentative and always provisional nature of 
gender and sexual identities. From the new social history we 
have become aware of the multiple narratives of sexual life. 
After feminism, lesbian and gay politics, and the theoretical 
challenges of Michel Foucault, we are increasingly sensitive to 
the subtle forms of power that invest the body, and make us 
simultaneously subjected to and subjects of sex. All these 
influences in turn feed into the deconstructionist project which 
questions the fixities and certainties of post-Enlightenment 
humanism, rationalism, and progressivism. 7 
The core of my position has been that we can only 
understand sexuality through understanding the cultural 
meanings which construct it. This does not mean that I think 
that biology is irrelevant. Nor does it mean that I believe that 
individuals are blank pieces of paper on which society writes its 
preferred meanings. Take, for example, homosexuality. To say 
that lesbian and gay identities have a history, have not always 
existed and may not always exist, does not mean that they are 
not important. Nor should it necessarily be taken to imply that 
homosexual feelings are not deeply rooted. I personally have no 
special knowledge on that question, I suspend judgement on it. 
It is in any case irrelevant to the argument. The real problem 
does not lie in whether homosexuality is inborn or learnt. It lies 
instead in the question: what are the meanings this particular 
culture gives to homosexual behaviour, however it may be 
caused, and ·what are the effects of those meanings on the 
ways in which individuals organize their sexual lives. That is a 
historical question. It is also a question which is highly political: 
it forces us to analyze the power relations which determine 
why this set of meanings, rather than that, are hegemonic; and 
7For a discussion of all these themes see Jeffrey Weeks, 
Sexuality and its Discontents: Meanings, Myths and Modern 
Sexualities (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985); and 
Against Nature: Essays on History, Sexuality and Identity 
(London: Rivers Oram Press, 1991 ). 
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poses the further question of how those meanings can be 
changed, and changed to what. 
I have been concerned therefore with tracing the 
genealogy of our present sexual arrangements and identities, 
seeking the elements of confusion and opportunity that order 
our current discontents and political aspirations, surveying the 
sexual battlefields which make the current situation so morally 
and politically fraught. I believe that oppositional sexual 
identities of the present, such as the gay and lesbian identities 
which challenge discrimination and oppression, are historically 
contingent but politically essential social inventions which 
nevertheless provide the prerequisite for an affirmative sense 
of self and a communal belonging. They are necessary fictions. 
There are, however, difficulties with this position. Many 
people seem to need a sense of belonging which they conceive 
as rooted in the imperatives of nature or of all time. They fear 
that if identities are seen as historically contingent then they 
will lose all solidity and meaning. A few years ago the British 
gay film maker Derek Jarman was asked in a radio broadcast 
whether his homosexuality was learned or inborn. He replied 
that it was inborn - and then added that at least he hoped so, 
because otherwise he would have no basis with which to 
challenge moral conservatism. A similar feeling undoubtedly 
underlines the anxious search to prove that there is such a 
thing as a 'gay brain' or gene, or whatever. 
This points to a real problem. An approach to sexuality 
which stresses the historical context and shaping of identities 
and behaviours has no specific political belonging. It does not 
carry with it any obvious programme. On the contrary, it can 
be, and has been, used recently as much by sexual 
conservatives as by sexual progressives. In the attempt to ban 
the 'promotion' of homosexuality in Britain in 1987 /88, 
culminating in the passing into law of the notorious Clause 28 
of the Local Government Act, the bill's proponents explicitly 
argued that homosexuality could be promoted and learnt -
hence the bill's justification. Of course, the logical corollary of 
this is that heterosexuality could equally well be learnt, and is 
in fact promoted all the time by the institutions of our culture. 
But as Carole Vance has pointed out, by and large 
heterosexuality has not been subjected to the same vigorous 
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enquiry as homosexuality. 8 Very few people are interested in 
tracing its social construction. It is still regarded as the natural 
norm from which all else is an unfortunate perversion. 
Against the uncertainties of constructionism, then, 
many seek the certainty of nature. Is it not it better, the 
argument seems to go, to argue that lesbians and gays are a 
permanent and fixed minority of the population, like a racial 
minority, and to claim a place in the sun as a legitimate 
minority on that basis? 
There is a difficulty with that argument, however. Early 
campaigners for gay rights used precisely that justification. 
From pioneers such as Ulrichs and Hirschfeld through to the 
early Mattachine Society, the idea that homosexuals 
constituted a third or intermediate sex, or a permanent 
minority, has shaped sexual politics. 9 But it did not stop the 
Nazis using precisely the same argument to persecute 
homosexuals and to send them to die in concentration camps. 
More recently, it did not stop the U.S. Supreme Court from 
denying the 'right to privacy' claims of homosexuals, on the 
grounds that homosexuality was an inborn disposition, but one 
that it was not in the interest of public polity to support. 
The reality is that such arguments can go either way. 
Theoretical perspectives alone cannot promote a particular 
outcome. They only have meaning within specific contexts, in 
particular power relations. Their effectiveness in the end is not 
dictated by their truth but by the meanings they glue together. 
Sexual identities, as I have suggested, are important not 
8Carole S. Vance, "Social Constructionist Theory: Problems 
in the History of Sexuality," in Anja van Kooten Niekerk and 
Theo van der Meer, eds., Homosexuality, Which 
Homosexuality? (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij An Dekker/Scharer; 
London: GMP Publishers, 1989). 
9 Karl Heinrich Ulrichs was a German theorist of 
homosexuality in the 1860s and 70s. Magnus Hirschfeld was 
a giant in the German sexology and sex-reform movements 
from the 1890s onwards. The Mattachine Society was 
established in the USA in the late 1940s and was the 
pioneering homophile organization there. 
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because they are either 'natural' or 'social,' but because they 
provide the basis of social identification which makes possible 
a political struggle. It is for this reason that many writers 
closely identified with the deconstructionist approach have 
recently argued for what they call a 'strategic essentialism,' 
based not in nature or truth but the political field of force - in 
my terms, a necessary fiction. 
Now if all this is correct, the crucial factor is not the 
truth or mythic nature of identities, but their effectiveness and 
political relevance. And that puts squarely on the agenda the 
question of values. What the historical approach has achieved 
is to make us more aware of the complexity of forces that 
shape the social and to sensitize us to the power relations 
which organize the meanings we live by. Ideology works 
precisely by making us believe that what is socially created, 
and therefore subject to change, is really natural, and therefore 
immutable. But why should we believe that of all social 
phenomena, sexuality is the least changeable? On the contrary, 
it is probably the most sensitive to social influence, a conductor 
of the subtlest of changes in social mores and power relations. 
If that is the case, then we need to be clearer than ever before 
of the values that motivate us. Sexuality, as Foucault put it, is 
not a fatality. It is a possibility for creative life. 10 And in 
creating that life, we need above all to be able to affirm and 
validate our values. 
But this brought me, at least, to another set of issues 
and debates, around the question of, for want of a better term, 
I shall call postmodernity. There are striking parallels between 
recent debates on sexuality and the wider debates about the 
nature of the postmodern. Postmodernity is clearly a relational 
term defined by something that came before, or at least is 
passing, 'modernity.' It carries with it that sense of an ending 
which has been a crucial element in recent sexual writings. We 
can debate its implications. Are we, as the sociologist Anthony 
Giddens argues, simply witnessing the juggernaut of modernity 
gathering speed, causing a radicalization of modernity, 
10Michel Foucault, "Sex, Power and the Politics of Identity," 
an interview by Bob Gallagher and Alexander Wilson, The
Advocate 400 (1984): 29. 
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sweeping away barriers to change? 11 Or, as another 
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman suggests, are we watching the 
sleek ship of modernity finally receding into the distance, its 
mission achieved, but leaving us adrift in its wake? 12 
However we characterize the age, there can be no 
doubt of its sense of radical change and, yes, uncertainty. And 
most relevant to this discussion is one of the most discussed 
elements of postmodernity debates: the challenge to the 'grand 
narratives' that characterized high modernity. The 
'Enlightenment project' of the triumph of reason, progress, and 
humanity, the sense that science and history were leading us 
inexorably to a more glorious future, has been subjected to 
searching deconstruction and its roots have been shown to be 
murky. Reason has been reduced to a rationalization of power, 
progress has been seen as the tool of white, Western 
expansionism, and humanity as the cloak for a male-dominated 
culture which treats women as other. Inevitably, this has had 
its echoes on the discourses of sexual progressivism. A number 
of feminists have seen the science of sex as little more than a 
tattered cover for the reaffirmation of male power, imposing a 
male-oriented 'sexual liberation' on women. Foucault has 
famously challenged our illusions concerning the very notion of 
sexual 'liberation,' and by many others sexual liberalism has 
been denounced as little more than a new garb for the 
incessant process of sexual regulation and control. 
With all this has gone the original bases for the 
enlightened hopes of the pioneers of sexual reform at the end 
of the nineteenth century. In his Presidential address to the 
1929 Congress of the World League for Sexual Reform, the 
pioneering sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld declared that: "A 
sexual impulse based on science is the only sound system of 
ethics." He proclaimed on the portals of his Institute for Sexual 
11Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity 
(Cambridge, England: The Polity Press, 1990). 
12Zigmunt Bauman, "From Pillars to Post," Marxism Today 
(February 1990). 
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Science the words, "Through Science to Justice." 13 Part of 
that hope died as the Institute burned under the Nazi torch. 
Much of the rest faded in the succeeding decades as the sexual 
scientists squabbled over their inheritance and disagreed over 
everything from the nature of sexual difference, female sexual 
needs and homosexuality, to the social consequences of 
disease. 
Behind this was the more subtle undermining of the 
sexual tradition which has been defined in the nineteenth 
century, in sexology, medico-moral practice, legal enactments, 
and personal life. A single narrative was challenged, to be 
replaced by a number of new narratives, many of those 
hitherto disqualified by the would-be science of sex. As Gayle 
Rubin has famously put it, a veritable catalogue of types from 
the pages of Krafft-Ebing has marched onto the stage of social 
history, each new sexual subject claiming its legitimacy and 
place in the sun.14 If the hall-mark of the nineteenth century 
pioneers of sex reform and the sexual sciences was a belief in 
the efficacy of science and the revelation of the laws of nature, 
the characteristic note of modern sexual activists is self 
activity, self making, the questioning of received truths, the 
contestation of laws which elevate some and exclude others. 
Scientific sexology has been challenged by a grass-roots 
sexology; reform from above by community organization from 
below; and a single narrative of sexual enlightenment by a 
host of separate histories, from women, lesbians and gays, 
racial minorities, and others. 
The Postmodern Dilemma 
In thinking about sexuality today we are faced by the 
postmodern dilemma at its most acute. On the one hand there 
13See Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality (Chichester and London: 
Ellis Horwood and Tavistock, 1986), 111. 
14Gayle Rubin, "Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of 
the Politics of Sexuality," in Carole S. Vance, ed., Pleasure and 
Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality (Boston and London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984). 
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is the desire for certainty, for a common value system which 
would place us where we belong. The roots of that may have 
been undermined by the pace of change, but the desire is 
constantly reaffirmed in the revival of fundamentalisms of 
various sorts. Yet those fundamentalisms are clearly the truths 
of distinct groups, of specific traditions, which have little hope 
of generalizing their belief systems over unbelievers, whatever 
the depth of the faith, the violence of their rhetoric, or the local 
effects of their communal or legislative powers. 
The intricacy of the social world, its increasing social 
complexity, and the intermingling of experiences - and hence 
the proliferation of possible social belongings and identities -
constantly work to undermine the idea that there can be a 
single truth that must be revealed, whether this is the truth of 
the body, of gender, of sexuality, of race or nation, or anything 
else. There are only local and partial truths, relative positions, 
relational identities. Is it possible the British feminist writer 
Denise Riley asks, to inhabit a gender without a feeling of 
horror? 15 Equally, is it possible to inhabit any identity, sexual, 
racial, or political, without a feeling of being arbitrarily trapped 
within contingent and limiting categories, pinned like butterflies 
to the table? 
Behind the assertion of identities are different, and 
often conflicting, values. By saying who we are, we are also 
attempting to express what we are, what we believe, and what 
we desire. The political difficulty is that these beliefs, 
alignments, needs, and desires are often in sharp conflict, not 
only between different communities but within our own heads 
and hearts. 
Debates over values are particularly fraught and 
delicate because they are not simply speculations about the 
world and our place in it. They touch on fundamental and 
deeply felt issues about who we are and what we want to be 
or become. They also pose what increasingly can be seen as a 
key question in late twentieth-century politics: how to achieve 
a reconciliation between our collective needs as human beings, 
15 Denise Riley, "Am I that name?:' Feminism and the 
Category of "Women' in History (London: Macmillan, 1988). 
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and our specific needs as individuals and members of diverse 
communities. 
The danger lies not in commitments to community and 
difference, but in their exclusive nature. Community all too 
often becomes the focus of retreat from the challenges of 
modernity, while identity becomes a fixed attribute to hold on 
to at all costs. Yet, as the political theorist Michael Sandel 
suggests: 
Each of us moves in an indefinite number of 
communities, some more inclusive than others, 
each making different claims on our allegiance, 
and there is no saying in advance which is the 
society or community whose purpose should 
govern the disposition of any particular set of 
our attributes and endowments. 16 
For difference can never be absolute nor identities finally fixed 
in the modern world. Identity is not a finished product but a 
process, which is never finally achieved or completed. 
Essentialist views of identity offer a final closure which can 
never be true to the experience of people living through diverse 
communities. Hence the paradox: identities are invented in 
complex histories but apparently essential in negotiating the 
hazards of everyday life. They provide the sense of belonging 
which makes social life possible; but they are constantly 
subject to re-assessment and change. They seem to make us 
whole; but in their variety they signal our allegiances to diverse 
communities. 
The fluidity of identities and the diversity they reflect, 
provides the terrain of modern politics in general and sexual 
politics in particular. To see identity and community as fixed 
and eternal leads to political deadlock. To see them as multiple 
and open provides a space in which political change becomes 
possible. Benedict Anderson has argued that communities must 
be distinguished not by their falsity or genuineness, but by the 
16 Michael J. Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 146. 
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style in which they are imagined. 17 How to achieve a new 
style of debate about values, and in the context of this paper, 
sexual values, is the supreme challenge of the recognition of 
difference. 
The Universal and the Particular 
The key issue, I want to suggest, is whether it is 
possible to find a common normative standard by which we 
can come to terms with different ways of life, whether we can 
balance relativism and some sense of minimal universal values. 
For those concerned with the reform of sexual life in earlier 
periods the answer, as we have seen, lay in science and 
history. But as we now know, these provide an inadequate 
basis for a common standard of values. We no longer fully trust 
'Science' with a capital S; and we sense that history lacks a 
hidden dynamic pressing towards enlightenment. 
In the absence of a common language for dealing with 
the dilemma of difference, two types of arguments have 
typically emerged. The first is the 'discourse of rights,' 
probably still the most powerful mobilizing force in the world of 
politics and morals, and the one around which ·most struggles 
concerning sexuality generally focus. It has been an 
enormously valuable starting point for sexual politics: the rights 
of women, the right to control our own bodies, the right to 
privacy, the right to equal treatment, the right to serve in the 
armed services .... In the name of rights many battles have 
been fought, and some won. 
Unfortunately, the claim to right does not easily tell us 
whose rights are to be respected. 'The rights of women' is a 
well established battle call, but those rights are highly 
contested, even among women. The rights of lesbians and gay 
men are denied as often as they are recognized. In the case of 
one of the most fraught issues of all, abortion, there is a clear 
conflict between at least two claims to right: the right of the 
foetus and the right of a woman to control her own fertility. In 
17Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on 
the Origin and Rise of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1982), 15. 
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these stark terms, that conflict is unresolvable, because two 
value systems pull in violently different directions. 
The problem is that rights do not spring fully armed 
from nature. They cannot find a justification simply because 
they are claimed. Rights are products of human association, 
social organization, traditions of struggle, and historical 
definitions of needs and obligations: whatever their assumption 
of universality, they are limited by the philosophical traditions 
to which they belong, and to the social and political contexts 
in which they are asserted. 
This is not to deny the importance of rights based 
arguments. But taking rights seriously demands thinking also 
about the type of culture we want. 
This is the point of departure for the second major 
argument, the 'discourse of emancipation,' in which it seems 
to be assumed difference would be transcended by a mythical 
moment of liberation. It has sometimes been argued that social 
movements should be distinguished from one another on .the 
basis of their 'emancipatory potential.' The problem is that the 
components of that potential are not always self-evident. The 
sexual liberationists of the 1960s have been seen by many 
feminists as having increased the burden of sexual oppression 
on women. Not many people have been prepared to support 
the emancipatory potential of the paedophile movement. There 
are conflicts over the meaning of emancipation. But more than 
this, there must today be a fundamental questioning of its 
guiding assumption, of the possibility of a total transformation. 
More often than not, the social movements claiming an 
emancipatory potential succeed in so far as they represent the 
militant particularism of some rather than a emancipation for 
all. The politics of emancipation, however appealing, has been 
no more able than the discourse of rights to provide a common 
set of values for coping with difference. 
Against this uncertainty, it is, I believe, important to 
develop a language of politics which recognizes the positive 
value of diversity, and this should be the starting point for the 
elaboration of what I shall call radical pluralism. 
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One thinks, as Ernesto Laclau has put it, from a 
tradition. 18 Traditions are the context of any truth. As 
arguments continued over time, they embody their own 
principles for demarcating the appropriate from the 
inappropriate, right from wrong. Which traditions we align 
ourselves with are dependent on a host of contingencies of 
birth and location, as much as on conscious choice. We have 
no absolute grounds for saying one tradition is better than 
another. But I personally want to align myself with those 
traditions which prefer tolerance to intolerance, choice to 
authoritarianism, individual autonomy to group uniformity, and 
pluralism to absolutism. This is the terrain of what I call radical 
pluralism. It is tradition like any other. It has roots and points 
of departure, drawing on the principles of the democratic 
revolution, of popular struggles for rights and autonomy, of 
feminism and the radical sexual movements, of humanism. It 
is a tradition still in evolution, which does not claim to have 
'truth' on its side. Indeed, if it became a dominant way of 
seeing the world, many truths would flourish. 
In many ways, of course, radical pluralism draws on 
central values in the liberal tradition: its commitment to 
toleration and individual autonomy above all. The argument is 
not against liberalism per se, nor, certainly, against the 
achievements of liberal democracy. The problem lies, rather, in 
the limitations of those achievements. The aim of a radical 
pluralism is to realize the possibilities of liberalism by identifying 
and combatting the forces which limit its full potentiality: 
above all, institutionalized inequalities and structures of 
domination and sub-ordination. It, therefore, simultaneously 
draws on traditions other than the liberal one: traditions of 
feminist analysis, anti-racist struggle, democratic and humanist 
ways of thought. To put it another way, the achievement of a 
radical and plural democracy is a project to be constructed, a 
set of values to be worked for against the institutional barriers 
which inhibit the possibilities of its realization. Radical pluralism 
is an argument for a more open and democratic culture which 
does not assume any historic inevitability, nor any a priori 
18 Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our 
Time (London: Verso, 1990), 219. 
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justification in 'the nature of humankind.' Its success will not 
be measured by the attainment of a ideal society, but by its 
ability to respond to individual and collective needs as these 
evolve and change over time. Like every other, it is an 
'invented tradition,' whose merits can only be demonstrated 
pragmatically, in concrete historical circumstances. In their 
book. The Postmodern Political Condition, Agnes Heller and 
Ferenc Feher see 'freedom' and 'life' as the two minimum 
universal values, fundamental to a range of systems of thought 
and ethics.19 Social systems and forms of regulation can be 
regarded as just, they suggest, in so far as they share common 
institutions, maximize the opportunities for communication and 
discourse, and are controlled by the conditional value of 
equality: 'equal freedom' and 'equal life chances' for all. 
Such a position seems to me to be a useful starting 
point for thinking about sexual values in a diverse world. In a 
pluralistic cultural universe, there are 'good lives:' 
Different ways of life can be good, and can be 
equally good. Yet a lifestyle good for one 
person may not be good for another person. 
The authentic plurality of ways of life is the 
condition under which the life of each and 
every person can be good.20 
It follows that the radically different life goals and cultural 
patterns of different people should be beyond formal regulation 
to the extent that they are based on the conditions of equal 
freedom and equal life chances. Now on their own, these are 
clearly values described at a high level of abstraction. They 
need to be further elaborated. 
There are three key ideas, I am going to argue, which 
together provide ways of developing values for everyday life, 
and around sexuality: firstly, the idea of morals as pluralistic, 
19Agnes Heller and Ferenc Feher, The Postmodern Political 
Condition (Cambridge: The Polity Press, 1988). 
20Agnes Heller, Beyond Justice (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1987), 323. 
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situational, and relative; secondly, a commitment to the 
continuing democratization of everyday life; and thirdly, the 
setting out of certain rights of everyday life, the necessary 
guarantee for the protection of individuals. I want to look at 
each in turn. 
1. The central idea involves respect for different ways
of life, different ways of being human, and of achieving your 
self determined ends. Values are plural, developed in particular 
contexts, and relative. That means that understanding the 
context and meaning of any act is crucial. No act in itself can 
be either good or bad. We can only make judgements by 
attempting to understand the internal meanings of any action, 
the power relations at play, the subtle coercions of daily life 
which limit autonomy as well as the formal structures of 
domination and subordination. But this idea, simple to state, is 
more difficult to apply. Radical pluralism requires a set of 
values which can make pluralism and choice meaningful. 
2. This suggests, as a second key theme, the principle
of democracy. Democracy is a difficult word to apply to the 
personal sphere. Our concepts are rightly shaped by a 
commitment to formal democracy at the level of national 
government, and to vaguer notions of participation in other 
spheres of life. But the democratization of everyday life is 
increasingly on the agenda through the practices of the new 
social movements and the development of elective 
communities, as well as the changing rhythms of private life 
itself. 
Democratic values would judge acts by the way people 
deal with each other, the absence of coercion, the degree of 
pleasure and of needs they can satisfy. This suggests in turn 
a norm of reciprocity, a reciprocity that does not calculate 
benefits or costs but is sustained over time, to act as a moral 
cement of involvement. This is often present in the obligations 
of family life. It is also a key characteristic of many of the 
alternative focuses of daily life. A sense of moral involvement 
with others, of common belonging sustained over time, without 
expectation of direct or immediate reward, except that of 
mutual support, is characteristic of what Ann Ferguson has 
called 'chosen families,' whether of lesbians and gays or others 
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who choose to live outside conventional domestic 
arrangements. 21 It is also a marked feature of the support 
systems built up as a response to the AIDS crisis. 
This assumes a sense of common need and common 
involvement, a compassion and solidarity based on care and 
responsibility for others. A situational ethic is necessarily an 
ethic of responsibility because it is about the responsibility of 
choice: choice about how to live, with whom, under what 
circumstances. It is concerned with respect for, and the 
enhancement of, human dignity. 
3. These values provide a context for asking again
about rights and whether there are any distinctive rights for 
everyday life. One is already present in what has been said: the 
right to difference. It has been well argued that the right to 
equality, under whose banner all modern revolutions have been 
fought, is being replaced by an appeal to the right to 
difference. 22 The recognition of diversity and acceptance for 
individual differences both grows out of and facilitates a 
solidarity based on mutual respect. 
A second claim hovers around this discussion, the right 
to space. I have used the idea of the space of personal life as 
a metaphor for freedom for people to determine the needs and 
conditions of their lives, on the assumption that this freedom 
does not involve the use of another person as a mere means. 
Moral pluralism and radical tolerance, can only work if 
individuals and groups are prepared to accept that a condition 
of freedom for their way of life is a tolerance of others. 
Protection of minorities must be a condition of a plural society. 
But within the minorities themselves there is a further 
requirement, the guarantee of the freedom of individuals. For 
social pluralism and the proliferation of associations do not 
necessarily guarantee variety or autonomy for all its members. 
21 Ann Ferguson, Blood at the Root: Motherhood, Sexuality 
and Male Dominance (London: Pandora, 1989). 
22Bauman, "From Pillars to Post." 
Living with Uncertainty 145 
The right of exit thus becomes a critical guarantee of the right 
to space. And both require another right: to privacy. 
These rights of everyday life pre-suppose an 
acceptance of the values of diversity and of the necessity for 
widening the public space for its defence and advancement. 
The freedom to exit must, therefore, be accompanied by the 
freedom of voice, which is a public freedom. This public 
freedom of voice is in fact the guarantee of all the freedoms 
and rights of everyday life. Morality, as Michael Walzer has put 
it, is something we have to argue about. 23 There is no final 
end, no final proof of what is right or wrong - only the 
possibility of continuing debate about it. 
The idea that the condition for a good life is continuous 
dialogue provides a yardstick by which we can measure the 
degree of tolerance of a culture (or a way of life within the 
culture). It "directs our attention to the forces that inhibit free 
communication. It is also a device by which we can 
pragmatically align ourselves within debates. Communication, 
dialogue is a condition of the good life not only because it 
refuses to close debate. It is also the necessary condition for 
changing the conditions of the debate, for effecting change in 
individual and intimate as well as public life. 
Conclusion 
It is tempting, when confronted by the challenges of 
the present, to take one of two positions. One is to retreat into 
a militant abstentionism on all questions of value, to say that 
because nothing can be validated as ultimately true, then 
nothing is worth believing in. Some ardent postmodernists have 
adopted this position, with predictable results: a worship of the 
ephemeral, the amoral, the apocalyptic. The other position 
results in the search for absolutes, whether in the dictates of 
fundamentalist faiths or in more secular but equally manichaean 
divisions of the world into oppressors and victims. Sexuality 
has been particularly prone to the latter as the debate on 
pornography vividly illustrates. 
23Michael Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism 
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1987). 
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I want to argue that the absence of foundational 
givens, such as the ancient comforts provided by a belief in
'Science' or 'History' or the 'Truth of Nature,' does not mean
that values or principles are impossible. On the contrary, they
point us to where values actually reside: in human action and 
creativity. As Ernesto Laclau has argued,
... the first condition of a radically democratic 
society is to accept the contingent and radically 
open character of all its values - and in that 
sense, to abandon the aspiration to a single
foundation. 
24 
But what that means is that the obligation is simply transferred 
to us, to clarify our values. In the end we must choose where
our alignments must lie. I have outlined a position which is 
clearly located in a certain tradition of humanist thought. I am 
aware of the dubious origins of some of that thinking but I 
believe it contains the elements for understanding and learning 
how to live with the irreducible given of modern life, its infinite
variety and diversity. It is not a position to be imposed, but it
is one that can be argued for, and argued above all in the
domain of sexuality. 
This suggests a scepticism about received wisdoms,
combined with a willingness to confront the challenges of 
change. This seems to me a good position from which to
measure the transformations of personal life in general and 
sexual life in particular. The arguments for a radical pluralism 
I have put forward here seem to me to be rooted in those 
transformations. That does not mean that we are living in a 
world which is yet willing to accept the positive merits of 
diversity. On the contrary, we know that the barriers to the full
realization of diversity are still high. But it is only by exploring
the spaces of personal life, and the conflicts around sexuality
within them, that we can measure how far we still have to go.
That seems an appropriate way for us to learn to live with 
uncertainty. 
24
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The colloquium raised questions about new structures 
of social and sexual relationships that have arisen in the 
industrialized West in the past century and what their 
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relationships are to dominant family structures and sexual 
values. 
Jeffrey Weeks began the discussion by alluding to the 
recent abduction and murder of a small boy in Liverpool and 
the extreme public agitation this crime has aroused about 
'values.' He found this agitation representative of the 
widespread anxiety about fundamental social relationships in 
Western society. While many incisive critiques of patriarchal 
values in dominant family forms have been made, Weeks 
considers it equally important to articulate the emergent, 
alternative values underlying some of the new forms of 
domestic and personal relationships that have appeared more 
publicly since the 1960s, especially lesbian and gay 
relationships. One basic difficulty is the continued lack of an 
adequate language to describe these relationships. A tension 
exists between the desire of some to see them as alternatives 
to families and the wish of others to assimilate them to the 
concept of families and to use the terminology of 'family' to 
describe them. Indeed, they are sometimes called "alternative 
families." (Those who seek the legal right for lesbians and gay 
men to marry would be among the assimilators). 
Weeks outlined three crucial shifts in the organization 
of domestic life that in his view have contributed to the 
flowering of new forms of relations. First, long-term changes 
of late modernity secularization, liberalization, and 
individualization - have had a "dissolving effect" on prevalent 
earlier structures of domestic life and produced a greater 
cultural emphasis on individual choice and intimacy in 
relationships. Second, the changing position of women has 
produced increased recognition of their autonomy and sexual 
needs and disrupted traditional forms of masculinity. Third, the 
emergence of sexual alternatives, especially through the lesbian 
and gay movement, has "reconstructed the geography of social 
life." In some ways, patterns of homosexual life are merging, 
with relationships seen as contingent on their quality rather 
than as prescribed, permanent institutions that everyone must 
enter. 
Among some people, gay and straight, the term 
"partner" is being used, obscuring both gender and legal status 
in relationships. 
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Weeks holds that these three trends are deeply rooted 
and resistant to conservative efforts to suppress them. One 
issue raised in the discussion was the place of children and 
their needs in the complex world of many alternative domestic 
arrangements_. How could children safely negotiate - either 
"bargain" or "navigate" - their way through the diversity? 
Who would advocate for them? The question of when children 
can make sexual choices arose. Weeks noted that boundary 
conflicts, as between adult and child sexuality, have historically 
been characteristic of periods of cultural redefinition such as 
the present and recent past. 
Another concern was the role of world capitalism as the 
setting for these social-sexual changes. How can those who 
have been deeply impoverished by capitalist development in the 
last few decades benefit or even participate in the new 
freedom of choice in relationships? How much have the new 
trends been exploited by profit-makers, as, for example, in the 
growth of phone sex? The extension of capitalism into all 
arenas of life is illustrated by such commodification. What has 
the role of the state been? Censorship, as of the lesbian 
magazine Bad Attitude by Canadian courts recently, shows the 
state has not been neutral. 
How to legitimize new forms of relationships without 
using the traditional language of 'family' was another problem 
discussed. The movement of the last twenty years has been 
toward bringing gay relationships under the rubric of family. 
Weeks sees the absence of some other terminology and 
conceptualization as a disadvantage, though genuine similarities 
of function and structure do link some forms of gay and 
straight relationships. It was noted that the theme of tension 
between biological and social family is now a prominent theme 
of soap operas. 
The issue of what is legitimately private and what is 
public was raised. The right to privacy is important, but at the 
same time both feminists and gay activists have pointed to the 
disadvantages - the cover that privacy gives to inequitable 
and oppressive conditions such as violence against women and 
the denial of homosexuality. 
Finally, the question of male versus female perspective 
was raised. What is the definition of 'sexuality' around which 
the new personal relations being discussed have developed? 
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Does sexuality evoke a (traditionally male) centring on sexual 
acts as the bond between people? Or are broader affectional 
ties the basis of sexual relationships? Jeffrey Weeks argued for 
a very broad definition of sexuality as the social organization of 
erotic relations, including ideologies, practices, structures, and 
personal assumptions of what is sexual, and certainly including 
affectional relations that are not necessarily genitally sexual. 
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